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ABSTRACT
SISTERS IN THE STRUGGLE:
INDIVIDUAL AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS AFFECTING THE
PERSISTENCE OF BLACK, FEMALE, DOCTORAL STUDENTS AT U.S.
PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTIONS
MAY 2007
MOUNIRA MORRIS, B.S., M.S., NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Joseph B. Berger
This study examined graduate experiences among Black, female, doctoral students and
degree completers, and how they perceived the effect of individual and institutional
factors in relation to their persistence at a predominantly White institution. Research
indicates that graduate students are not typically leaving because of academic failure
(Baird, 1993: Moody, 2004; Nerad & Miller, 1996). Instead, a combination of individual
and institutional factors best explain causes of attrition among graduate students in
general and among Black, female, graduate students at predominantly White campuses in
particular (Hinton-Johnson, 2003; Lovitts, 2001). The theoretical framework of this study
was drawn from Vincent Tinto's (1987) Model of Institutional Departure, Rendon,
Jalomo, and Nora's (2000) conceptual framework on minority student retention and
Black Feminist Epistemology (P. H. Collins, 2000). The research methodology focused
on the analysis of qualitative data gained from direct interviews and a focus group to
determine common themes (factors). Data were collected from four Black, female,
doctoral students and four degree completers from one major research university. The

results of this study will extend the limited literature on the persistence of Black, female.
doctoral students at predominantly White institutions of higher education.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Graduate education plays an integral role in American higher education, because
it prepares individuals for many critical positions in today's society (Baird, 1993; Lovitts,
2001). According to Baird (1993), ‘‘Graduate education has been described as a process
of socialization to an ultimate professional role” (p. 5). The process encompasses learning
the specialized knowledge and skills of a particular profession, such as professors,
researchers, or health care professionals (Baird, 1993; Nettles & Millett, 2006). Given the
importance of graduate education, the retention of approximately more than one million
students in graduate programs has become an important issue for researchers, graduate
programs and society (Baird, 1997; Golde, 2000; Lovitts, 2001; Nettles & Millett, 2006).
According to Golde (2000), “Stunningly high rates of doctoral student attrition,
which consistently range from 40 to 50%, are one of the academia’s well-kept secrets” (p.
199). Doctoral student attrition is a “secret,” because many students leave their graduate
programs quietly (Golde, 2000; Lovitts, 2001). Nevertheless, the attrition rate of doctoral
students is “unacceptably high and that our efforts should be directed toward
understanding why so many students-men and women- leave their programs before
earning their doctorates” (Maher, Ford, & Thompson, 2004, p. 386). Nationally, graduate
programs are faced with an estimated 50% attrition rate among doctoral students
(Kluever, 1997; Lovitts, 2001, 2004). Although some graduate students involuntary leave
for academic reasons, many doctoral students voluntarily depart from their respective
graduate programs for other reasons, including financial problems, family obligations,
and discontentment with their faculty or advisors (Kluever, 1997; Lovitts, 2001).
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Regardless of the reasons for early departure from graduate programs, attrition affects all
stakeholders. As Green (1997) states, "Failure at this point is expensive and painful for
the student, discouraging for the faculty involved, and injurious to the institution's
reputation” (p. 57). Students who leave their graduate programs before obtaining their
doctorate may experience a sense of failure and self-doubt (Lipschutz, 1993; Lovitts,
2001). In addition, many students, who do not receive a degree, may leave their graduate
programs with large financial debt (Lovitts, 2004). Given that they did not finish their
degrees, students have to settle for mediocre jobs to repay their student loans and other
financial obligations (Lovitts, 2001; Zhang, 2005). Besides financial resources, human
and personal resources, such as time, are a requirement and expectation of faculty and
students (Lovitts, 2001). Faculty may spend quality time with the students by teaching,
researching, and advising (Lovitts, 2001; Pruitt-Logan & Gaff, 2004). Therefore, there is
the cost “of attrition with respect to the time and effort faculty devote to educating and
training graduate students who do not complete” (Lovitts, 2001, p.4)
Although failure to complete the doctorate degree may have a direct and indirect
affect on graduate students, family, and faculty, graduate programs are aware how
attrition may affect their institution's reputation. According to Siwatu (2003), “The
quality and reputation of the program (department) is measured by several factors” (p. 5).
One of these factors is the number of doctoral degrees conferred (Bowen & Rudenstine,
1992; Siwatu. 2003). If institutions of higher education are unable to graduate their
doctoral students, the attrition rates may have a negative affect on the institution’s overall
reputation (Lipschutz, 1993; Siwatu, 2003). As a result, attrition may affect the
recruitment of prospective doctoral students, because these students are strongly

encouraged to select graduate programs based on several variables, including the number
of doctoral degrees awarded (Siwatu, 2003). In general, the failure of large numbers of
graduate students completing a graduate degree may have a negative impact on the
academy as a whole, because graduate education play a central role in “maintaining”
contemporary universities with faculty and administrators (Baird, 1993; Nettles &
Milieu, 2006).
Despite the importance of graduate education in American’s society, institutions
of higher education struggle with the retention of all doctoral students, especially
African-Americans. As a result, students of color continue to be underrepresented within
graduate programs (Milner, 2004; Tierney, Campbell, & Sanchez, 2004). AfricanAmericans represent a small percentage of graduate degree recipients (Bowen &
Rudenstine, 1992; Milner, 2004; Tierney et al., 2004). During the 2004-2005 academic
year, 28,152 and 2,854 doctorate degrees, including Doctors of Education and
Philosophy, were conferred to Whites and African-Americans, respectively (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2005). The small proportion is a direct result of the low
enrollment and retention rates of African-Americans in graduate programs (HintonJohnson, 2003; Patterson-Stewart, Ritchie, & Sanders, 1997). As of 2005, of all the
earned doctorate degrees, including Doctors of Education and Philosophy, awarded, only
5% went to African-Americans whereas 53% went to their White peers (National Center
for Education Statistics, 2005). This underrepresentation, then, affects most professions
including the professoriate and has profound negative implications for society as a whole.
According to A. Isaac (1998), author of The African-American Student's Guide to
Sun'iving Graduate School,
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African-Americans have a social and cultural obligation to obtain advanced
degrees. It is necessary in today's society, considering the lack of equitable
representation across all segments of society and the devaluation of the
undergraduate degree. Almost all leadership and managerial positions in public or
private industry require either professional or advanced degrees.... For AfricanAmericans to compete, they must have the proper graduate credentials. Further,
African-Americans with graduate degrees must serve as role models and
contribute to the knowledge base of industry, business, science, human services,
the arts, and other fields, (p. 4)
Various predominantly White institutions have attempted to alleviate the barriers
of access for Black students, and enrollment and graduation rates for Black, graduate
students have slowly but consistently risen over the past 20 years (Council of Graduate
Schools, 2002). Although the enrollment and graduation rates of African-American,
doctoral students have slightly increased (Tierney et ah, 2004), these students'
experiences and perceptions have been excluded and ignored from most landmark
retention models and studies (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Tinto, 1993). In a recent study,
Valero (2001) investigated the factors affecting the completion rate of doctoral students.
Although the sample size consisted of men and women, the study did not include the
perceptions or experiences of African-American women (Valero, 2001). Therefore,
researchers must be cautious in applying these generalized results to the experiences of
Black, female, doctoral students. Despite the importance and scope of the problem, there
is limited research on the persistence and experiences of Black, doctoral students at
predominantly White institutions.
Few studies (e.g. Ellis, 2000; Johnson-Bailey, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson,
1996; Patterson-Stewart et ah, 1997; Turner & Thompson, 1993; M. R. Williams,
Brewley, Reed, White, & Davis-Haley, 2005) have focused on the experiences and
persistence of African-American, graduate students at predominantly White campuses.
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Findings, from these studies, indicate that African-American, graduate students have
negative graduate experiences at their predominantly White institutions. Some Black,
doctoral students encounter racism, sexism, lack of financial and social support, and a
small percentage of African-American faculty members. In addition, African-American
students experience a level of isolation and alienation within their predominantly White
graduate programs (e.g. Ellis, 2000: Johnson-Bailey, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson,
1996; Milner, 2004; Patterson-Stewart et al., 1997; Turner & Thompson, 1993; M. R.
Williams et al., 2005).
In addition to the small number of studies about the persistence of Black, graduate
students, the major explanation for the lack of information on the persistence among
graduate students is that doctorate programs are less structured and more individualized
than undergraduate programs (Golde, 2000; A. Issac, 1998; Tinto, 1993; Weidman,
Twale, & Stein, 2001). However, within the limited literature on the persistence of
African-American, graduate students, individual factors coupled with institutional
variables are reported as the main explanations for the high attrition rates of AfricanAmerican students (Ellis, 2000; Johnson-Bailey, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson,
1996; Patterson-Stewart et al., 1997). Furthermore, researchers, such as Sedlacek (1987),
Hinton-Johnson (2003) and Milner (2004), have recognized that traditional factors, such
as standardized tests and socioeconomic status, used to predict White students’
persistence are not appropriate for predicting the persistence of African-American
students.
Besides individual factors, the examination of the graduate school experience is
the major factor in studying the persistence of Black, doctoral students at predominantly
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White institutions (Hinton-Johnson, 2003; M. R. Williams et al., 2005). Graduate school
experience, including factors such as racial composition of a class, can create an
environment that is less than welcoming or even hostile for African-American, graduate
students (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Johnson-Bailey, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson,
1996; Milner, 2004). In a study on the persistence and retention of African-American,
doctoral students, many of the respondents indicated that individual and institutional
factors, such as race and financial aid, affected their ability to complete the doctorate
degree (Johnson-Bailey, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson, 1996).
These graduate school experiences have a direct impact on the persistence of
Black, male and female doctoral students, but individual and institutional factors may
affect women differently than men. According to Carter, Pearson, and Shavlik (1996),
Women of color are expected to meet performance standards set for the most part
by white males. Yet. their personal lives extract a loyalty to their culture that is
central to acceptance by family and friends. At the same time, they must struggle
with their own identity as women in a society where ‘'thinking like a woman” is
still considered a questionable activity, (p. 460)
As a result, Black, female, doctoral students may encounter various forms of oppression
and "roadblocks” within higher education.
Some Black, female, graduate students face various individual and institutional
obstacles within their graduate work (Johnson-Bailey, 2004; King & ChepyatorThomson, 1996; Turner & Thompson, 1993), which may have an impact on the level of
involvement within the academic and social communities among graduate programs. The
journey to obtain the doctorate is uniquely challenging, because of the dominant culture
Black, female, students may encounter in the degree programs (M.R. Williams et al.,
2005). Some African-American women struggle with meeting the demands of the
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dominant culture, while trying to maintain their identity and culture among their families
and friends (D. Carter et al., 1996; Rosales & Person. 2004). As a result, the two sets of
values, dominant and minority, may create a level of conflict and emotional exhaustion.
Rosales and Person state, “Black women experience daily pressure from living in a less
than inclusive and accepting society” (p. 56). As a survival mechanism, many Black,
female, students may strive for acceptance by the dominant culture (Rosales & Person,
2004).
In addition to these challenges. Black, female, graduate students may face the
complexities of two social identities: race and gender (D. Carter et al., 1996; JohnsonBailey, 2004; Zamani, 2004). Therefore, race and gender serve as additional “layers” to
the demands of these particular graduate students. Fleming (1996) states, “Black women
are often viewed by social scientists as ‘victims’, suffering under the double jeopardy of
being both Black and female in a society that is both racist and sexist” (p. 223). As a
result, African-American women are forced to negotiate racism and sexism in order to
achieve in higher education (D. Carter et al., 1996; Zamani, 2004). Besides oppression,
Black, female, doctoral students may struggle with other roadblocks, such as, isolation,
alienation, and neglect, while others may face lack of funding and the scarcity of Black,
female, faculty members within graduate programs (Johnson-Bailey, 2004; Turner &
Thompson, 1993; M. R. Williams et al., 2005). According to D. Carter et al., “There are
few Black female professors to serve as role models and provide support for their
[African-American, female students] success” (p. 461). Despite the issues facing Black,
female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions, there is limited research on
the persistence and experiences of these particular students.
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Though some Black, female, doctoral students encounter various forms of racism
and sexism, their experiences and stories have been excluded from majority of the
literature on retention (Johnson-Bailey, 2004; M. R. Williams et al., 2005). Therefore,
this study solely focused on the experiences and persistence of African-American,
female, doctoral students, because of the necessity to examine and understand how
individual and institutional factors affect this particular group of graduate students. This
researcher investigated the previous theoretical frameworks on retention and highlighted
the exclusion of African-American, female, doctoral students at predominantly White
institutions.
There is a wealth of research (e.g. Astin, 1984; Bean, 1980; Girves & Wemmerus,
1988; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1987, 1993) on the retention and attrition of undergraduate and
graduate students. However, although previous models (e.g. Astin, 1984; Bean, 1980;
Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1987, 1993) may explain the
longitudinal process of undergraduate and graduate persistence, the models do not reflect
the actual experiences of Black, female students. The results of Spady (1971), Bean
(1980), Astin (1984) and Tinto’s (1987) studies are based on the experiences of White,
undergraduate students, whereas Girves and Wemmerus (1988) and Tinto’s (1993)
persistence models reflect the experiences of White, graduate students. Therefore,
researchers and policymakers must be cautious in applying these models to
underrepresented students, such as African-American women, because the conceptual
frameworks do not include the factors affecting the persistence of Black, female students.
As a result, these models must be revised to include the experiences of Black women,
because there is an overemphasis of the experiences of White, male students within these
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models. Therefore, there is a "gap” in the literature on the persistence of AfricanAmerican women in higher education. Throughout the following research, I explored
these issues in-depth to understand the factors that affect the persistence of Black, female,
doctoral students at predominantly White institutions. In doing so, this paper examined
the perceptions of individual and institutional factors; experiences and persistence among
African-American, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions. In order
to address these factors. Black, female, doctoral students and degree completers were
studied as the basis for describing their personal and academic experiences and
perceptions within their respective graduate departments.

Purpose
The purpose of this study was to examine the graduate experiences among Black,
female, doctoral students and degree completers; and how they perceived the effect of
individual and institutional factors in relation to their persistence at a predominantly
White institution. A review of the literature indicates that individual factors encompass
race (Lovitts, 2001), gender (Crawford Seagram, Gould, & Pike, 1998; Faghihi &
Ethington, 1996; Lovitts, 2001), intersection of race and gender (D. Carter et al., 1996;
Zamani, 2004), family (Gregory, 1999; Nettles & Millett, 2006), economics (Crawford
Seagram et al., 1998; Faghihi & Ethington, 1996; Nettles & Millett, 2006), and academic
preparation (Lovitts, 2001), whereas postsecondary institutional factors include formal
socialization process (Antony & Taylor, 2004; Baird, 1995; Nettles & Millett, 2006;
Weidman et al., 2001), advising/mentoring (Boyle & Boice, 1998; Faison, 1996;
Johnson-Bailey, 2004; Nettles & Millett, 2006), faculty relationships (Faghihi &
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Ethington, 1996; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Patterson-Stewart et al., 1997; Woods, 2001),
racial climate (Harvey, 1996; S. Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1999;
Moody, 2004; Patterson-Stewart et al„ 1997; Turner & Thompson, 1993), social support
(Hinton-Johnson, 2003; King & Chepyator-Thomson, 1996; Townsend. 1994), and cost
and finances (Johnson-Bailey, 2004; Johnsrud, 1995; McWade, 1995). Although several
of these individual and institutional factors play an integral role in the persistence of
graduate students (e.g. Conners & Franklin, 1999; Dorn & Papalewis, 1997; Faghihi &
Ethington, 1996; Johnson-Bailey, 2004; B. Smith, 1995), there is limited research on how
these factors affect the experiences and retention of Black, female, doctoral students at
predominantly White institutions. Some of this research is descriptive, because racial and
gender identity development models are explored in-depth. These theoretical frameworks
of identity development serve as an explanation of the experiences of Black, female
students (Torres, Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2003). In addition, the literature review
includes a synthesis of findings from studies on each of the individual and institutional
factors with special attention to how these findings relate to perceptions, persistence and
experiences of African-Americans, and, in some cases, African-American, female,
graduate students on predominantly White campuses. These findings provide an
understanding of the perceptions, experiences and persistence of African-American,
female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions.
Since my intent was to explore the perceptions, experiences, and persistence of
Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions, three-open-ended,
exploratory research questions were posed:
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1) How do Black, female, doctoral students perceive the effect of individual
factors on their graduate experiences and persistence at predominantly White
institutions?
2) How do Black, female, doctoral students perceive the effect of institutional
factors on their graduate experiences and persistence at predominantly White
institutions?
3) How are graduate experiences affecting the persistence process of Black,
female, doctoral students at predominantly White institution?
Participants were given the opportunity to share their “stories” of their graduate
experiences and programs. Testimonies and dialogues, which are excluded from many
persistence research studies, provided an insight on how African-American, female,
doctoral students’ experiences differ from their White counterparts. According to P. H.
Collins (2000), “For Black women, new knowledge claims are rarely worked out in
isolation from other individuals and are usually developed through dialogues with other
members of a community” (p. 260). As a result of sharing their experiences, the
participants created new knowledge on which particular individual and institutional
factors have an affect on the perceptions, experiences and persistence of AfricanAmerican, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions. Finally, the
paper highlights the type of issues that need to be addressed on the topic of persistence of
graduate students, especially Black, female, doctoral students.
The research highlighted in this paper offers important insights to the field of
higher education, especially graduate education. Deans of Enrollment Management,
Directors/Deans of Graduate Education, faculty, educators, and policymakers may find
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this information useful in their daily interaction with Black, graduate students. The
Council of Graduate Schools and Graduate Record Examination Board (2002) reported
that in the fall of 2000, “African-Americans had the highest percentage of women
graduate students with more than twice as many women enrolled in graduate programs as
men (63,824 women and 28,508 men)” (p. 11). Therefore, this study may add to the
limited literature on the special needs of African-American, female students, who may
feel marginalized at their respective graduate programs (M. R. Williams et al., 2005;
Zamani, 2004).
Knowledge on the individual and institutional factors, perceptions, and
experiences of Black, female, doctoral students may serve as a guide in developing
policies to address the concerns and needs of this particular community. Given that
administrators are actively recruiting students of color for their graduate programs, these
educators must be dedicated and committed to the fair treatment of these particular
students and their completion of the necessary requirements for degree attainment.

Assumptions
Before exploring the perceptions, experiences and persistence of Black, female,
doctoral students, this researcher was aware of the following personal assumptions of
African-American, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions:
•

Common themes (e.g. alienation and isolation) exist among the
perceptions and experiences of some African-American, female, doctoral
students.
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•

Racial and gender identity development play an integral role in the
perceptions and experiences of Black, female, doctoral students.

•

Individual and institutional factors may have an impact on AfricanAmerican, female, doctoral students' perceptions, experiences and
persistence at their predominantly White institutions.

•

Black, female, doctoral students may encounter racism, sexism or other
barriers at their respective institutions of higher education.

These assumptions are a direct result of my personal graduate experiences and limited
interactions with African-American, female students from various predominantly White
campuses.

Definition of Terms
Throughout this paper, the terms “Black” and “African-American” were used
interchangeably. Although this researcher is aware that the “Black” race may involve all
people of African descent, for example West Indians, the focus for this paper was
individuals, who self-identify as “African-American.” West Indians and other people of
African descent may have slightly different needs, concerns, and issues than AfricanAmericans. Therefore, this particular study focused solely on African-American, female,
graduate students’ persistence and experiences at predominantly White campuses. This
researcher is cognizant that African-American women represent different geographic and
demographic backgrounds; however, most Black women share in “their struggle to be
accepted and respected members of society, and their desire to have a voice that can be
heard in a world with many views” (P. H. Collins, 2000. p. 29).
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In addition, this paper includes academic terms such as “integration,"
“persistence,” “retention,” “attrition,” “ABD,” (All But Dissertation) and “degree
completer.” The terms *’persistence” and “retention” are widely used in the individual and
institutional sections, respectively. Although not used interchangeably, there is a direct
relationship between these two words. If a graduate program offers various opportunities
(funding for conferences), programs (mentoring), and other institutional resources to their
graduate students, these variables reflect the graduate department’s ability and
commitment to retain doctoral students. The graduate program has developed structures
to attempt to retain their students. Therefore, these structures will affect the students’
ability to continue enrollment in the doctoral program (persistence). This example
illustrates that retention (institution’s ability) promotes persistence (individual’s ability)
among graduate students.
•

Integration is the perception of establishing membership within the social
and academic communities of an institution of higher education (Tinto,
1993).

•

Persistence is defined as the individual’s self-motivation, selfdetermination and ability to continue enrollment in a degree program (P.
D. Isaac, 1993).

•

Retention is the institution's ability to retain a student to degree
completion (Tinto, 1987). The definitions of persistence and retention are
closely related, but these two terms are not interchangeable.

•

Attrition is defined as the institution's failure to retain students or
individuals that choose, either voluntarily or involuntarily, to withdraw
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from an institution before completing their degrees. In other words, the
student has dropped out of the degree program (P. D. Isaac, 1993).
•

The acronym “ABD” refers to doctoral students, who have completed
their coursework, comprehensive and qualifying exams, but have not
completed their dissertation (Lovitts, 2001).

•

A “degree completer” is defined as someone who has satisfied the
requirements of his/her academic program (P. D. Isaac, 1993).

Before reviewing the literature in relation to each of the individual and
institutional factors, this paper includes previous research and critiques on the current
undergraduate and graduate retention studies and models from several scholars. Although
these previous models serve as an addition to the retention literature, Rendon, Jalomo,
and Nora's (2000) theoretical framework on minority student retention and previous
studies on African-American, doctoral students were used to provide a thorough
conceptual framework for this study. Rendon et al. (2000) emphasized “the kind of
theoretical foundation and methodological approaches that are needed to more fully
understand and facilitate the retention process for minority students in an increasingly
complex and multiracial institutional environment” (p. 131). In addition to the research
on the persistence of underrepresented students, Black Feminist Epistemology played an
integral role in this particular study. This epistemology “encourages new techniques to
study Black females, because their experiences cannot be studied using the standard
techniques of dominant practice” (M. R. Williams et al., 2005, p. 183). As a result of
their gender and race, African-American women’s experiences are unique and different
from White men and women; and Black men. Therefore, the investigation and
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inteipretation of Black women's graduate experiences should not solely rely on the
traditional. White, male-dominated theoretical frameworks. This paper also provides a
detailed overview of the limited number of empirical studies (e.g. Ellis, 2000; JohnsonBailey, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson, 1996; Patterson-Stewart et al., 1997; Turner
& Thompson, 1993; M. R. Williams et al., 2005) on the relationship of Black, female,
graduate students' perceptions, experiences and persistence at predominantly White
campuses. In addition, the participants provided information on how their perceptions of
the individual and institutional factors affected their graduate experiences and
persistence. Researchers (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Tinto, 1993) have concluded that the
students’ experiences play an important role in determining the persistence of graduate
students. As Tinto (1987) states, “only knowledge of the experiences of individuals
within specific institutional settings will tell us of the unique character of individual
departure from institutions of higher education” (p. 26).
Given that graduate education is a “training center” for many professional careers
and fields, graduate schools should be cognizant of the low retention rate of minority
doctoral students. In general, students may leave their graduate program for various
reasons, including finances and family obligations. Researchers and scholars must
become aware of the various experiences and perceptions of Black, female students,
because African-American, female, doctoral students’ perceptions and experiences may
differ from their White, male counterparts. In addition, individual and institutional
characteristics may affect the actual experiences, perceptions, and persistence of all
graduate students, but especially Black women. This research study provides the

16

additional knowledge for all stakeholders, who are concerned with the persistence of
Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions.

Dissertation Overview
The following chapter reviews the current literature on undergraduate and
graduate models on retention. Within these models, I highlighted the exclusion of the
experiences of African-American, female, doctoral students. In addition, I included the
limited research on the individual and institutional factors affecting the persistence of
African-American, female, doctoral students. The premise of chapter three is an overview
of the methodology in studying the persistence of African-American, female, graduate
students at one predominantly White institution. Chapters four and five provide a
thorough analysis of the findings and recommendations for increasing the retention of
Black, female, doctoral students, respectively.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter provides an overview of the retention and persistence models of
undergraduate and graduate students. The review includes traditional undergraduate
retention models and studies (e.g. Astin, 1984; Bean, 1980; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1987,
1993), literature on graduate student retention (e.g. Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Tinto,
1993) critiques and limitations of the various models (e.g. Attinasi, 1989; R. M. Johnson,
2000; Kuh & Love, 2000; Tierney, 1992), limited studies and models on the persistence
of students of color (e.g. Gonzalez, 2000; Rendon et al., 2000; Swail, Redd, & Perna,
2003), and research on the factors affecting the experiences and persistence of AfricanAmerican, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions (e.g. Ellis, 2000;
Johnson-Bailey, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson, 1996; Turner & Thompson, 1993;
M. R. Williams et al., 2005). After reviewing the traditional models on persistence and
retention. I provided a synthesis of the data on doctoral retention models. Since this study
is focused on the persistence of Black, female, doctoral students, I included the rationale
of applying Black Feminist Epistemology to this study and current research on this
particular population. The review is structured to provide a theoretical framework for
studying retention and persistence, while the limited research on the persistence of
doctoral students, students of color, and factors provide an emphasis on the overlooked
experiences of Black, female, doctoral students. Given that graduate students’
perceptions, experiences, and persistence may be affected by individual and institutional
factors, this researcher synthesized the limited literature on these variables. These factors.
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coupled with Black Feminist Theory, play an integral role in the reconceptualizing of
Black, female, doctoral students' persistence at predominantly White institutions.
Tinto's (1987) theory serves as a major framework for several retention studies,
for example, Girves and Wemmerus' (1988) study on graduate student retention.
Although his work is cited and referenced in many retention studies (e.g. Berger &
Milem, 1999; Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Braxton. Sullivan, & Johnson,
1997), one must be cautious in applying this original model to Black, female, doctoral
students. Tinto (1987) and Spady (1971) studies are focused on the undergraduate
experience. Although they have included Black, female, students in their samples, the
experiences of graduate students are different from undergraduates (Nettles & Millett,
2006). Aspects of Tinto's model (1987, 1993) are included in this study, because this
researcher agrees that individual and institutional characteristics affects the experiences
of students of color, but the usage of “integration” within Tinto's model may be
detrimental in studying these graduate students of color (Rendon et al., 2000). For a
student to integrate into a community, s/he must abandon or neglect her/his previous
cultures. Rendon et al. (2000) concluded that students of color do not abandon their
culture, but become more bicultural. Although Rendon et al. (2000) provided an insight
on “integration” among undergraduate students of color, majority, and minority graduate
students must integrate within the academic, social, and professional communities to
succeed and complete doctoral requirements (Weidman et al., 2001). Given the definition
of integration, this researcher believes that graduate students must be involved, not
integrate, within the various communities to complete their doctoral degrees. Doctoral
students must invest their energy into academic, social, and professional communities or
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objects to be successful within their graduate programs. This definition of involvement
does not require one to ignore their cultural values and beliefs. As a result, Rendon et al.
(2000) underscored the importance of predominantly White institutions becoming more
multicultural to address the needs of diverse students. Therefore, the work of Rendon et
al. (2000) provides information on the relationship between experiences and involvement
among students of color attending predominantly White campuses. Black Feminist
Theory or Epistemology plays a critical role in this study, because one must focus on the
“personal experiences and testifying as ways of establishing truth and creating
knowledge” about the persistence of Black, female, graduate students (Blue, 2001, p.
121). Researchers have utilized the Westernized perspective or framework to explain the
lives of Black, female students. As a result, many of these studies did not accurately
capture the intersection of identities or oppression, which plague some African-American
women in the academy. Therefore, Black Feminist Epistemology will closely examine
how the experiences affect the persistence of African-American women through their
voices. Tinto (1993) and Girves and Wemmerus (1988) explained the socialization
process of graduate students but did not explain how social identities, such as race and
gender, affect the experiences of diverse students. Identity development may have a
direct impact on the perceptions, experiences, and persistence of African-American
women (Howard-Hamilton, 2004; Torres et al., 2003). Although there are inaccuracies
and limitations within the previous retention models (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Tinto,
1987, 1993), their work provide a framework for this research, because specific
components of each model are relative to the retention of Black, female, doctoral
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students. In addition, this study highlights the gaps and exclusion of the experiences of
Black, female, doctoral students.
Many researchers (e.g. Astin, 1984; Bean, 1980; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Berger
& Milem, 1999; Braxton, Hirschy et al., 2004; Spady, 1970, 1971; Tinto, 1987, 1993)
have established retention models of undergraduate persistence, but the literature on
graduate persistence is limited (e.g. Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; Lovitts, 2001; Nettles &
Millett, 2006). The theoretical framework of the Spady (1970, 1971) model is based on
the work of Durkheim’s Theory of Suicide, whereas Tinto (1993) Model of Departure is
derived from Spady (1970, 1971) and Van Gennep's Rites of Passage. Spady (1970,
1971) and Tinto (1987) applied Durkheim’s theory to explain the impact of integration on
the persistence of undergraduate students at college and university campuses. Social
integration is defined as ‘'that form of integration which results from personal affiliations
and from day-to-day interactions among different members of society” (Tinto, 1993, p.
101). Intellectual integration is defined as “the sharing of values which are held in
common by other members of society” (Tinto, 1993, p. 101). As colleges and universities
are comprised of multiple communities, each has its own sets of values and norms.
Students must feel integrated within these communities or their level of persistence
decreases, because of the lack of interaction and shared community values with society
members (Milner, 2004; Tinto, 1993). According to Tinto, institutions of higher
education must have the ability to provide opportunities of integration to make students
feel like members of these communities. Originally, Spady (1970) researched how
integration affects the persistence of college and university students. Conversely, this
researcher provided a rationale to address the harm of applying integration to
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nontraditional students (Rendon, 1994). More importantly, Rendon studied the impact of
validation on the academic and social experiences of underrepresented students.

Traditional Models
The following section provides an extensive overview of the ‘■traditional”
retention models in higher education. These models focused on the persistence, retention
and college experiences of traditional students-White, male undergraduate and graduate
students. Therefore, the purpose of this section is to provide a historical, chronological
review of the previous models, because the revised versions and critiques of these models
serve as a framework for explaining the persistence and experiences of nontraditional
students-students of color and women. In addition, I provided critiques of these
traditional models, which rationalize the importance of reconceptualizing a model of
retention for underrepresented students.

Undergraduate Research
While synthesizing the literature on the dropout process from higher education,
Spady (1970) constructed a model that examined the interaction between the enrolled
student and institution of higher education. The purpose of Spady’s (1971) study was to
analyze how social integration may affect attrition among undergraduate students. He
analyzed how individual components including family and educational background,
academic potential, normative congruence, friendship support, intellectual development,
grade performance, social integration, satisfaction and institutional commitment, and
their interrelationships affect the attrition of undergraduate students.

n

Bean (1980) developed a causal model, comprised of four categories to describe
student attrition. His theoretical framework underscores that the background
characteristics and level of interaction have an effect on student satisfaction. According
to Bean, ‘The level of satisfaction is expected to increase the level of institutional
commitment. Institutional commitment is seen as leading to a degree in the likelihood
that a student will drop out of school” (pp. 159-160). Although the outcomes of this study
found that institutional commitment was very important for the retention of women, this
model should not be applied to Black, female, doctoral students. Bean conducted this
study using only White, undergraduate students. Also, the sample included “traditional”
age students, but many doctoral students are older than 22 year-old (Brus, 2006; National
Center for Education Statistics, 2000). As a result, this model is not applicable to describe
the retention of nontraditional students, such as African-American, female, doctoral
students.
Astin (1984) studied the effect of campus involvement on student persistence. He
defined student involvement as “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the
student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 297). In a longitudinal study, Astin
identified the factors affecting the persistence of college students. Although the results of
his study indicated that the positive factors, for example student organizations, increased
the persistence of students, this theoretical framework or model should not be applied to
Black, female, doctoral students. Similar to Bean’s (1980) study, the majority of the
participants identified as White, undergraduate students. Although Astin concluded that
the more involved a student is, the likelihood a student will persist, one must analyze how
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validation affect the level of involvement among Black students (Bonner & Evans, 2004;
Rendon, 1994).
Tinto* s (1987, 1993) research is derived from the previous work of Spady (1971).
Tinto (1993) focused on how students’ experiences within the institution affect early
student departure. This longitudinal process or Model of Institutional Departure serves
three underlining purposes (Appendix A). As Tinto (1987) states,
First and foremost the model is intended to speak to the longitudinal process of
departure as it occurs within an institution of higher education. Second, the model
pays special attention to the longitudinal process by which individuals come to
voluntarily withdraw from institutions of higher education. Third, the model is
longitudinal and interactional in character. It emphasizes the longitudinal process
of interactions which arises among individuals within the institution and which
can be seen over time to account for the longitudinal process of withdrawal or
disassociation which marks individual departure, (p. 112)
Therefore. Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) proposed that a student’s characteristics and
experiences have a direct affect on their interaction or integration within the university’s
academic and social subsystems. In many retention studies and literature, researchers
(e.g. Bonner & Evans, 2004; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1993) have concluded that the students’
experiences, including the level of interaction and integration, play an important role in
determining the persistence of college students. The type of experiences affects the level
of social and intellectual integration within the institution of higher education. If the
student is less integrated within an institution, it is likely that s/he will experience
voluntary withdrawal from their institution. Therefore, Tinto (1993) asserted that
integration plays an integral part in student departure. Academic and social integration
has a direct impact on effort and persistence. If one is integrated within and outside of the
classroom, the student may find their learning experience positive. According to Tinto
(1993). “In other words, students will be more likely to invest in greater effort to learn
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where they become involved as members of the college community” (p. 71). Tinto's
(1987, 1993) theory of student departure has been widely cited in several studies (e.g.,
Allen, 1992; Berger & Milem, 2000: Bragg, 1994; D'Augelli & Hersberger, 1993; Dorn
& Papalewis, 1997; Faghihi & Ethington, 1996; Himelhoch, Nichols, Ball, & Black,
1997; Milem & Berger, 1997; Walters, 1997) on undergraduate student persistence and
retention. Although Tinto (1987, 1993) emphasized the importance of understanding the
undergraduate student experience, Girves and Wemmerus (1988) employed this model as
a conceptual framework to explain graduate student departure.

Graduate Student Research
As Girves and Wemmerus (1988) developed a model of graduate persistence, they
utilized Spady and Tinto’s undergraduate models as a framework for their study.
Although Spady (1971) and Tinto’s (1987) studies examined the retention of
undergraduate students, they serve as a theoretical foundation in the retention of graduate
students (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988). Girves and Wemmerus (1988) study is based on
the retention of graduate students at a Midwestern university.
Girves and Wemmerus (1988) realized that graduates and undergraduates are
different by nature. Therefore, they included other valuables, such as student/advisor
relationship and financial support, which play an integral part in the graduate student
experience (Hinton-Johnson, 2004; King & Chepyator-Thomson, 1996). Girves and
Wemmerus (1988) believed that the relationships between students and faculty are
“crucial to the student's educational and professional development and ultimately to the
student's graduate degree progress” (p. 165). Therefore their model includes two stages,
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which contain variables, such as department characteristics, student characteristics,
financial support, student perceptions of their relationship with the faculty, graduate
grades, involvement in one’s program, satisfaction with the department, and alienation
(Girves & Wemmerus, 1988). Department characteristics focus on the culture, norms,
and expectations of the faculty from the particular graduate departments (Weidman et al.,
2001). The discipline establishes its own standards and expectations of its students
(Weidman et al., 2001). Therefore, faculty from various disciplines may differ with
regal'd to research, teaching, and service. In addition to culture, the size of the department
and the characteristics of the student population may affect a student’s persistence within
the second stage. The student characteristics included age, gender, ethnicity, parental
status, marital status, undergraduate grade point average, and enrollment status. Financial
support included fellowships, research and teaching assistantships, outside employment,
and loans. With regard to perceptions of the faculty, Girves and Wemmerus (1988)
“focused on graduate students' perceptions of their relationships with the faculty,
particularly with their adviser’s quality, concern, and usefulness or utility, and whether
the advisor treated students as junior colleagues” (p. 171). The relationship between
student and faculty has a greater affect on persistence of graduate students than
undergraduate students (Johnson-Bailey, 2004; Lovitts, 2001; Tinto, 1993). These
variables and framework served as a foundation for other doctoral student retention
models (Tinto, 1993).
Tinto's model has served as a theoretical framework and topic of many recent
studies (e.g. Braxton. Hirschy et al., 2004; Faghihi & Ethington, 1996; Gonzalez, 2000)
on persistence and retention of students in higher education. Unlike undergraduates, the
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persistence of doctoral students is dependent on the level of integration within the
internal community, as in faculty and students as well as the external community, as with
professional associations (Weidman et al., 2004). Although Tinto (1987) studied the
retention and persistence of undergraduate students in his original work, he later
expanded his model to include the relationship of experiences and persistence of doctoral
students.
Tinto (1993) attempted to describe the longitudinal process of doctoral students in
his model. The individual possesses various attributes, for example, race, gender, and
educational backgrounds. These characteristics have an impact on the individual goals
and commitments upon entering the graduate program. The various commitments and
goals affect the level or form of interaction within the department.
Tinto implemented the Sociologically Oriented Model, which includes three
stages: ‘'transition and adjustment, attaining candidacy, and completing the research
project leading to the awarding of the doctoral degree” (Tinto, 1993, p. 235). During the
first stage of this model, graduate students attempt to become members in the social and
academic communities of their fellow classmates and faculty. Within this stage, doctoral
students interact with faculty and students informally and formally within the graduate
program. In the second stage, graduate students attempt to develop multiple
competencies. This stage involves the student successfully acquiring the skills and
knowledge to obtain competency within the discipline. In addition, students may be
integrated with faculty and the department academically and socially. Therefore, within a
doctoral program, it is difficult to separate social and academic integration. Lastly, the
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final stage reduces the level of interaction from several faculty members to a few or one,
the dissertation committee chair.
The Sociologically Oriented Model explains how graduate students' “attrition and
slow progress are connected in the first stage with low rates of social and academic
interactions in the department and low commitment to degree and career goals; in the
second stage with inadequate student-faculty interactions concerning academic
competence; and in the last stage with the behavior of a specific faculty member” (as
cited in Baird, 1993, p.8). These actual interactions are influenced by the students'
perceptions of the communities and the willingness to pursue membership within these
communities (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Milner, 2004). As stated earlier, within the
candidacy stage, students must establish and develop a relationship with faculty. After
candidacy, the student chooses a dissertation topic and committee and eventually defends
the dissertation (Lovitts, 2001). During this stage, financial support and external
commitments may affect the student (Lovitts, 2001). By obtaining financial resources
such as fellowships, the student is able to spend quality time on the dissertation (Nettles
& Millett, 2006). Although Tinto (1987, 1993) established two models to explain the
departure of undergraduate and doctoral students, these two frameworks must be revised
to reflect the actual experiences of Black, female, graduate students. The individual
variables, such as family and academic preparation of Spady (1970, 1971) and Tinto’s
(1987, 1993) models, may serve as a foundation of a theoretical framework to explain the
early departure of African-American students.
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Critiques
Given that Spady (1971) conducted a longitudinal, single institutional study at the
highly selective University of Chicago, one may be cautious in applying this study to
other institutions, such as nonselective, public, private, liberal arts, and particularly
graduate education. His sample consisted of 683 undergraduate students, 38% women
and 62% men, but he failed to disclose the percentage of the various ethnic groups within
this sample. Race and culture may have an impact on how other variables are defined,
such as family and extracurricular activities. Spady (1971) studied family background as
a variable related to attrition. With family background, he looked at two family
subgroups: cosmopolitanism which “is defined on the basis of family socioeconomic
factors, urbanization, and religious and ethnic background,” whereas “family
relationships refers to the quality of inteipersonal relationships within the family and the
level of tension, stability, rapport, supervision, and support that the student experienced
within his home” (p. 41). Family is an important variable, but can be defined beyond the
boundaries of biological and nuclear relationships. In African cultures, family extends
beyond “bloodline,” for example a family friend may be considered a member of a family
(Karenga, 1993). With regard to studying normative congruence, Spady (1971) posed
various questions to measure various dimensions: political, extracurricular, and academic.
Analyzing the extracurricular dimension, he asked questions on athletics and political
activism but did not include cultural activities. Therefore, he may not have included the
“total” experiences of minority students. Dissimilar to Spady (1971) and Tinto (1987,
1993), Attinasi (1989) understood the impact of culture, race and perception on the
persistence of marginalized students at predominantly White institutions.
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In Attinasi's (1989) article, “Getting in: Mexican Americans' perceptions of
university attendance and the implications for freshman year persistence , he explored
the shortcomings and critiqued the persistence model developed by Tinto. The major
limitation of this particular model is that it was “developed on the basis of, and tested,
with data collected from institutional records and/or by means of forced-choice
questionnaires” (p. 250). Therefore, Attinasi recommended the importance of exploratory
studies, because this methodology allows students’ points of view to explain the rationale
of early departure. As a result, he interviewed 18 Mexican American college and former
students from one, large public university to understand the actual experiences of these
students.
The premises of Attinasi’s research were: “1) Persistence behavior is the
consequence of a process in which the student is an active participant.... 2) Persistence
behavior is related to the manner in which the university becomes and remains, through
everyday social interactions, a reality for the student” (1989, p. 251). Attinasi concluded
that the respondents found it necessary to engage in a level of interaction with peers and
faculty at a college campus. Student interaction “assists the student in developing specific
strategies for negotiating the physical, social, and cognitive/academic geographies” (p.
267). Therefore, mentoring plays an integral part in assisting the students in this process.
Faculty and peer mentors are able to share knowledge and college experiences with new
students. This strategy or “cognitive mapping” increased the level of persistence at this
particular institution. Cognitive maps are “mental models that are created jointly by
members of a community and give coherence to perceptions of events, people, and
objects” (Lovitts, 2001, p. 44). Similar to students of color, cognitive maps play a critical
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role in the persistence of doctoral students (Lovitts, 2001,2004). In a study of doctoral
student persistence. Lovitts (2001, 2004) concurred that the quality of the cognitive map
affected students’ persistence in their respective departments. Therefore, how students of
color and doctoral students formulate their cognitive map may have a negative or positive
affect on persistence (Attinasi, 1989; Lovitts, 2001, 2004). Attinasi's work served as
empirical support in studying the retention of students of color, whereas Tinto's (1987)
research served as a framework for general retention studies.
Tinto's (1987, 1993) theory on student departure is one, which faced many
critiques from scholars and practitioners, including Tinto himself. The common
limitations are, but not limited to, the exclusion of race and gender identity development
among undergraduate and graduate students.
Tierney (1992) argued that Tinto’s (1987, 1993) model does not include the social
integration of racial and ethnic college students. Instead, Tierney believed that
institutions of higher education must include multiculturalism. Predominantly White
institutions must address differences, such as race and gender, because these variables
play an integral role in students’ values and beliefs. In addition, Tierney denunciated
Tinto's (1987, 1993) inclusion of rituals and rites of passage in his theoretical framework.
As Braxton, Sullivan et al. (1997) state, “Framing the college experience as a rite of
passage, theoretically privileges one culture over all others because ritual is culturally
specific. Therefore, if going to college is a rite of passage, then it is such only for
members of that dominant or mainstream culture” (p. 152). According to Tierney (1992),
Thus, an anthropological analysis of Tinto’s model has two overarching concerns.
On the one hand, rituals of transition have never been conceptualized as
movements from one culture to another. On the other hand, a model of integration
that never questions who is to be integrated and how it is to be done assumes an
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individualist stance of human nature and rejects differences based on categories
such as class, race, and gender, (p. 285)
Therefore, students of color should not have to neglect or abandon their cultural values or
beliefs to adjust to the predominantly White institution. Instead, nontraditional students
must feel validated at their institutions of higher education (Rosales & Person, 2004;
Watt. 2003). Institutions should take an active role in validating minority students,
because they want to feel accepted and valued (Milner, 2004; Rendon, 1994). Rendon
stressed the importance of how validation plays a critical role in minority students’
experiences and involvement. In a qualitative study of undergraduate students, Rendon
concluded that, “Involvement in college is not easy for nontraditional students.
Validation may be the missing link to involvement, and may be a prerequisite for
involvement to occur” (p. 37). In addition, researchers (e.g., Weidman et al., 2001)
assume that it is the students’ responsibility to learn or adapt to the mainstream
institution. This author argues that it is the responsibility of the institutions to
accommodate and validate diverse students within and outside of the classroom (Bonner
& Evans, 2004). According to Rendon, “What is needed is the active academic and
interpersonal validation of these students-a process that affirms, supports, enables, and
reinforces their capacity to fully develop themselves as students and as individuals” (p.
45).
R. M. Johnson (2000) determined that scholars should rethink the validity of
current retention models, including Tinto’s (1987, 1993). Similar to other researchers, the
model does not address the experiences of diverse students, such as females or students
of color. Therefore, Johnson urged scientists to rethink or use alternative approaches to
defining retention models. Johnson underscored the importance of conducting a
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qualitative study to include the experiences of nontraditional students. Therefore, he
supported a “discourse-oriented research" methodology. According to Johnson,
Discourse refers here to speech patterns, which are reflective of group norms. In
this normative sense, discourse exists in speech communities, groups in which
shared constructions of reality and expectations of interaction govern speech
behaviors. Each person has memberships in more than one community of
discourse, each with its own specific norms, and these communities constitute
cultural grouping, (p. 159)
This approach can assist researchers in determining how students’ social identities and
culture affect their experiences. Marginalized students may interpret and decipher these
experiences differently than their White peers. Culture affects the experiences of
nontraditional and traditional students at predominantly White institutions (Milner,
2004). Therefore, policymakers and educators should adopt a cultural framework to
describe the departure of underrepresented students in higher education.
One of the major critiques of Tinto’s (1987, 1993) retention model is the
exclusion of culture. According to Kuh and Love (2000), culture is defined as “the
collective, mutually shaping patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs and assumptions
that guide the behavior of individuals and groups... and provide a frame of reference
within which to interpret the meaning of events and actions on and off campus" (p. 198).
When diverse students attend predominantly White institutions, a level of incongruence
exists between the two cultures (Milner, 2004). Many students experience difficulty
adjusting to the dominant culture (Milner, 2004). As a result, colleges and universities are
encouraged to change their current policies to meet the needs of all students, including
females and students of varied ethnicities (Brus, 2006). According to Kuh and Love
(2000), “using a cultural lens means defining the issue of student departure primarily as a
sociocultural phenomenon, rather than an individual, psychological experience" (p. 199).
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Tinto's (1987, 1993) model underlines the importance that for a student to
succeed, s/he must assimilate and adapt to the dominant culture. This philosophy is
problematic for students representing various cultures. Kuh and Love (2000) created
eight cultural propositions to address the attrition of nontraditional students. These
propositions may serve as a cultural framework for the study of retention of diverse
students. As stated,
Proposition 1 emphasizes the role of the individual in understanding and engaging
with an institution's culture.... Propositions 2 and 3 acknowledge that students
have different cultural backgrounds (cultures of origin) and that colleges and
universities are made up of multiple, overlapping cultures. Propositions 4. 5, and
6 articulate the concept of cultural distance, which accounts for many of the
challenges students face when they go to college. Finally, propositions 7 and 8
address the process of cultural connections that are necessary to succeed in
college. (Kuh & Love, 2000, p. 201)
As one incorporates cultural lenses into the explanation of student departure of
underrepresented students, one may begin to fully understand how culture has an impact
on students’ experiences, level of integration and retention.
One of the major challenges of applying Tinto’s (1987, 1993) model to various
samples is the simple notion that all students have similar experiences, including those
within the classrooms. Another critique of Tinto’s (1987, 1993) model is the exclusion of
the experie nc es of students of color at predominantly White institutions or at historically
Black colleges and universities. Therefore, this exclusivity is problematic because
applying a universal theory to all students may be invalid or inappropriate. The
experiences of students of color are often very different from their White peers just based
on tace alone (Milner, 2004). Braxton et al. (1997) recommended “some scholars may
wish to develop and test a theory of minority group student college departure using other
theoretical perspectives” (p. 158). Researchers must include the campus climate as a
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variable when studying the persistence of students of color at predominantly White
institutions, because underrepresented students’ perception of the climate may differ from
their White peers (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Milner, 2004). Despite the limitations of the
hallmark theoretical frameworks of Spady (1971) and Tinto (1987), Girves and
Wemmerus (1988) developed a conceptual framework to study the persistence of
graduate students based on these previous models.
Many of the shortcomings of Girves and Wemmerus (1988) research are: (a) this
study is a single-institution study and therefore, researchers should be cautious in
applying these findings to smaller or differently structured institutions; (b) students of
color were included in this sample, but the study does not indicate if the numbers were
significant; and (c) various graduate departments differ in the socialization process of
their students, which can have direct correlation between gender and
discipline/department. Although this retention model may serve as a foundation for future
studies, one must explore how race, gender, and other variables may affect the
socialization, perception and experiences of underrepresented students.

Students of Color and Women
Many traditional models on retention and explanations of attrition have been
developed by White, male researchers (e.g. Spady and Tinto). As a result of power and
privilege, White men has determined and controlled the knowledge validation process in
academia (P. H. Collins, 2000). In addition, these White scholars’ research may be
stemmed from their Eurocentric perspectives or ideologies. Therefore, the actual lived
academic experiences of Black, female students are not reflected in many research
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studies (M. R. Williams et al., 2005). This researcher incorporated Black Feminist
Epistemology in this study, because it “reflects the distinctive themes of AfricanAmerican women's experiences" (P. H. Collins, 2000, p. 251).
Epistemology “investigates the standards used to assess knowledge or why we
believe what we believe to be true" (P. H. Collins, 2000, p. 252). Therefore, Black
Feminist Epistemology reflects the standpoint and perspectives of Black women. The
four components of Black Feminist Epistemology are: 1) lived experience as a criterion
of meaning, 2) the use of dialogue, 3) the ethics of caring, and 4) ethic of personal
accountability (P. H. Collins, 2000). The lived experiences as a criterion of meaning
“explains how one knows what they know through episodes they have encountered
within their life" (M. R. Williams et al., 2005, p. 183). The usage of dialogue is
important, because it establishes bonds and relationships among Black women, which
may lead to empowerment (P. H. Collins, 2000). The ethic of caring explains that
expression and empathy provides a better understanding of the different and unique
experiences of an oppressed individual and group, for example, African-American
women (P. H. Collins, 2000). Expressions and emotions are coupled with reasoning in
validating knowledge claims. Regarding the ethic of personal accountability, P. H.
Collins states, “Not only must individuals develop their knowledge claims through
dialogue and present them in a style proving their concern for their ideas, but people are
expected to be accountable for their knowledge claims" (p. 265). As Black women create
or validate knowledge, they should assume full responsibility and accountability on their
standpoints or positions. These four tenets of Black Feminist Epistemology underscore
the importance of including the voices of Black women for this particular study, because
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the focus is on the persistence and experiences of African-American, female, doctoral
students. Given the gradual increase of African-American women in the academy, many
scholars (e.g. Blue, 2001; L. D. Williams, 2001; Woods, 2001) have cited Black Feminist
Epistemology in the study of Black women, because it serves as an accurate explanation
of African-American, female students' experiences within all institutions of higher
education, particularly predominantly White campuses.
As evidenced by the critiques of the earlier persistence and retention models, such
as Spady, Tinto and Girves and Wemmerus, more researchers (e.g. Bonner & Evans,
2004; Milner, 2004; M. R. Williams et ah, 2005) began to explore and include the
experiences of students of color and women. Therefore, the following section highlights
the previous research on these two marginalized groups-students of color and women.
The first section focuses on the research of the persistence of undergraduate students,
whereas the second section highlights the research of the persistence of graduate students
in higher education.

Undergraduate Student Research
Rendon et ah (2000) concluded the challenges applying Tinto’s (1987, 1993)
model to students of color. According to Tinto (1987, 1993), in order for a student to
fully integrate or incorporate in the dominant culture (college or university), he or she
must separate himself or herself from their previous community or culture (Rendon et ah,
2000). There are three major assumptions about this theory of separation, transition, and
incoiporation in higher education. As Rendon et ah state.
The assumption made is that an individual’s values and beliefs rooted in his or her
cultural background must be abandoned to successfully incorporate the values and
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beliefs not only of the institution but of the majority population upon which they
are based....A second assumption is that there is one ‘'dominant culture and that
in order to succeed, members of minority cultures should become more similar to
this dominant culture. A third assumption is that it will be relatively easy to find
membership and acceptance in the new college world and that individuals who
become integrated will have little or no contact with members of their old groups,
(p. 132-133)
As stated earlier, many students of color do not separate or disassociate
themselves culturally from their familiar environment. Instead, they may become
bicultural and experience dual socialization. According to Rendon et al. (2000),
“Biculturation occurred when individuals were simultaneously enculturated and
socialized in two different ways of life” (p. 134). As a result, the student of color is not
neglecting or excluding their culture, but merging the two cultures (ethnicity and college)
together. Therefore, colleges and universities must be prepared to accommodate and
address students representing various demographic backgrounds.
Since involvement plays a critical role in persistence, institutions of higher
education should create an environment where students can become involved within the
entity (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Milner, 2004; Rendon et al., 2000). In addition, students
should not be held solely accountable for making an effort to become involve within the
enterprise. Therefore, institutions should be responsible for transforming from a
monocultural to a multicultural system (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Hahs, 1998; Rendon et
al., 2000). As a result of creating a welcoming environment of all differences, students
may become more involved socially and academically (Bonner & Evans, 2004).
According to Rendon (1994), “It appears that nontraditional students do not perceive
involvement as them taking the initiative. They perceive it when someone takes an active
role in assisting them (p. 44). In 1993, Tinto reiterated the importance and relationship
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between student involvement and persistence. The concern about his theoretical
framework is that many students of color have a difficult time adjusting and persisting at
a predominantly White campus (Bonner & Evans, 2004).
Dissimilar to their White counterparts, a majority of students of color need
student affairs professionals or faculty members to serve as “cultural translators,
mediators, and role models in order to survive or succeed in their first semester in
college” (Rendon et al., 2000, p. 146). White students may seek involvement
opportunities such as Greek-lettered organizations, student government or sports,
whereas students of color are looking for the campus community to validate them
(Bonner & Evans, 2004; Milner, 2004; Rendon, 1994). Ethnically diverse students are
interested in various stakeholders who are willing to assist them in their adjustment to a
new environment (Milner, 2004). These particular students want to be encouraged and to
feel a sense of belonging (Milner, 2004). Although researchers have concluded that
involvement and belongingness have a positive effect on students’ persistence and
experiences, an increase level of engagement may increase students’ outcomes and
learning, as well (Kezar, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). According to Kezar,
engagement occurs when there is a “level of academic challenge, active and collaborative
learning, student interaction with faculty members, enriching educational experiences,
and supportive campus environment” (p. 94). Therefore, faculty and staff need to provide
outreach and opportunities for involvement and engagement to all students, but especially
to students of color.
Rendon et al. (2000) employed the model of social engagement in studying the
retention of minority students, because it '‘takes into account gender as well as other
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significant social identities like ethnicity/race, class, and sexuality to study how groups
change as they come into contact with each other’ (A. Hurtado, 1997, p. 299).
Engagement may include diversity/multicultural programs, cultural activities, and
external relationships with church, community members, friends, and family. As a result,
faculty, student affairs professionals, social scientists and others, must take into account
that student background, for example, family, serves as important variable in any
retention model (Bonner & Evans, 2004). Similar to Rendon et al. (2000), Tierney (1992)
hypothesized that Tinto (1987, 1993) excluded the experiences of “non-traditional” or
marginalized students within his research.

Graduate Student Research
Today’s graduate students represent a number of different demographic
backgrounds. Entering graduate students are no longer the typical, unmarried, 22-yearold, White males that once overwhelmingly characterized the graduate student population
(Brus, 2006; National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). Presently, many graduate
student populations consist of women and members of minority groups (American
Council of Education, 2002; Fischer & Zigmond, 1998). Many are older and married with
children (American Council of Education, 2002; Brus, 2006). They come from diverse
socioeconomic backgrounds, and from urban and rural locations throughout the world.
As a result, the needs and concerns of graduate students are very diverse (Brus, 2006).
According to Fischer and Zigmond (1998), graduate students, “may find themselves
without peers to whom they can easily relate; they may have responsibilities to others that
place strains on their time as well as their finances’’ (p. 30). In the 1999-2000 academic
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year, the National Center for Education Statistics (2000) reported that 44% of doctoral
students were married, 7% were African-American, and 49% were female. During the
2004-2005 academic year, the National Center for Education Statistics (2005) reported
that 25,658 women and 7,464 students of color received doctorate degrees. Therefore,
institutions must provide various forms of support to address the needs of all graduate
students, including African-Americans (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Gaston, 2004). In order
to effectively address the needs of minority students, one must research the experiences
of this particular group of students.
The purpose of Turner and Thompson’s (1993) study was to examine the
differences between minority and White women's socialization experiences in graduate
programs. The two researchers interviewed a random sample of 37 minority and 25
White, female, doctoral students. Turner and Thompson asked each respondent to,
“describe the kinds of relationships she had with other students and faculty members, and
the range and type of opportunities that she has had for acquiring professional values and
skills inside and outside the classroom” (p. 359). Findings indicated that the minority
women received fewer opportunities for professional socialization experiences, such as
research and teaching assistantships and co-authorships, than White women. More White
women reported they had positive support networks within their departments than
minority women. The minority women indicated the climate of their graduate department
was individualistic and competitive. Therefore, many of the minority women received
support from ethnic and cultural organizations within their community. Similar to Turner
and Thompson's (1993) study, Ellis (2000) investigated the variables that affected the
experiences of graduate students at one predominantly White university.
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The objective of Ellis’ (2000) research was to explore the experiences of 67
graduate students at a large, predominantly, White research institution. Each member of
the sample, 16 African-American men, 17 African-American women, 16 White men and
17 White women, were interviewed. The results of the study concurred that a “students'
gender and racial background influenced their experiences in graduate school" (p. 10). In
addition, a student’s racial identity had a greater influence on whether students had
positive or negative experiences within their graduate program than gender. Although
Ellis (2000) compared the experiences of minority and majority graduate students,
Johnson-Bailey (2004) studied the retention of Black, female graduate students, solely.
Conversely to Ellis’ (2000) study, Johnson-Bailey (2004) studied the retention of
ten Black, graduate women at a major research university. The findings, from the
interviews, highlighted four major themes that affected the retention of these particular
participants: “1) the presence of and mentoring by supportive professors and staff; 2) the
presence of and networking of Black peers; 3) respect from the department’s
professorate; and 4) the availability of continued funding’’ (p. 335). As a result, all the
women questioned if they were able to progress within their programs. Johnson-Bailey
studied the retention of graduate students, whereas M. R. Williams et al.’s (2005)
research focused on the graduate experiences of Black, female, doctoral students.
M. R. Williams et al. (2005) examined the graduate experiences of three, Black,
female, doctoral students at one Southeastern university. Positive and negative
experiences may impact the persistence of graduate students. As a result from the stories
and written narratives, the researchers concluded that mentoring African-American,
female students through the doctorate process play a critical role in their persistence.
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Mentoring provides support and can assist Black, female students in successfully
navigating the graduate program. Although Johnson-Bailey (2004) and M. R. Williams et
al., (2005) focused on the retention and experiences of Black women, Golde (2000)
investigated the graduate experiences of non-degree completers.
Golde (2000) interviewed 68 doctoral students, who identified as non-degree
completers. The sample, which consisted of 33 men and 35 women representing different
universities and disciplines, answered why they left their respective departments before
degree completion. In relation to attrition, the major emerging theme was a lack of a
supportive advising relationship. Golde’s study provides a framework for graduate
departments in creating policies and programs that address retention. Despite the
importance and critical role of graduate education, several institutions of higher education
haven't successfully addressed the experiences or attrition of graduate students,
especially underrepresented, doctoral students.

Doctoral Student Retention
Universities and graduate faculty hypothesize that students voluntarily or
involuntarily leave their institutions because of their inadequate preparation, skills, or
knowledge to meet the social and academic expectations of graduate education (Lovitts,
2001). Therefore, many faculty members believe that the admission requirements must
change to address this particular issue (Lovitts, 2001). Instead of blaming the institution
or department culture, faculty members suggest that admission requirements should be
modified to attract a more ‘’qualified" pool (Lovitts, 2001). This assumption is
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problematic because graduate departments should assess the socialization process of their
particular graduate students, not the admission requirements (Weidman et ah, 2001).
As stated earlier, graduate students enter their respective programs representing
several background characteristics. Doctoral students’ background characteristics,
external commitments and responsibilities, undergraduate and graduate academic
preparation and ability to adapt to a graduate program structure have an effect on their
persistence outcomes (Antony & Taylor, 2004; Lovitts, 2001). Therefore, when students
enroll into their graduate programs, they must adapt and learn a new set of values, beliefs,
and norms (Weidman et ah, 2001). Many students are able to assimilate into this new
culture, while others experience difficulty in adjusting to this new structure or community
(Lovitts, 2001). As a result, they leave the institution before completing their doctoral
degree (Lovitts, 2001). In addition, external factors, such as family obligations and
finances, play an integral role in the early departure of many graduate students (Lovitts,
2001). In a study of doctoral student persistence, Lovitts (2001) concluded that 23% and
19% of the noncompleters left because of personal and financial reasons, respectively.
Variables such as family and finances affect the retention of doctoral students,
especially female. Although the increase in female, doctoral degree recipients is projected
to increase from 1996 to 2008, many of these students will delay their entry into the
academy or experience early departure (Austin & Wulff, 2004; Hagedorn, 1999). This
postponement or withdrawal is a result of several obstacles, including marriage, raising
children, interactions with faculty and peers, and finances. The gender socialization of
women is different from men (Moody, 2004). Societal demands of women as caretakers
are greater than the expectations of men (Moody, 2004). Therefore, female, doctoral
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students may "experience stress due to multiple role conflicts (i.e. wife, mother,
employee, and graduate student)” (Hagedorn, 1999, p. 101). These responsibilities may
have an impact on the level of interactions with faculty and other graduate students,
because of the priority placed on these family and societal roles.
As a result of family obligations, Black, female, doctoral students may not have
the opportunity to fully engage in the academic and social subsystems. As part of the
socialization process, doctoral students are strongly encouraged to establish relationships
with faculty and peers (Rosales & Person, 2004; Weidman et al., 2001). Black, female,
doctoral students may struggle with this expectation, because they may interpret their
department to be unwelcoming (Zamani, 2003). This interpretation may be a direct result
of the lack of Black, female, faculty members, graduate students and exclusion of gender
and race from the curriculum (Zamani, 2003).
Finances may have an impact on the graduate experiences of doctoral students,
especially women (Faison, 1996; Johnsrud, 1995; Kluever, 1997; Wilson, Soto, &
Joyner, 2003). Between 1994 and 2004, the number of part-time, female graduate
students increased by 17%, whereas the increase for men was a mere 3% (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2006). Many women are part-time, doctoral students,
because they cannot afford to attend full-time (Wilson et al., 2003). As a result, several of
these particular students may not attend events such as brown bag luncheons and socials.
Therefore, these students may feel a lack of association with their departmental
community (Lovitts, 2001). Although a White, female, doctoral student may experience
roadblocks including family responsibilities, finances and even sexism, many Black,
female, doctoral students may encounter sexism and racism. These forms of oppression

45

may influence their involvement within the academic and social subsystems of their
graduate departments.
bell hooks (2000), author of “Black and Female: Reflections on Graduate
School, ” highlighted the common experiences of some Black, female, graduate students.
Within several graduate programs, Black, female, graduate students’ research topics are
marginalized by some Black and White faculty members (Woods, 2001). Also, some
Black, female, doctoral students may experience covert racism, including professors
avoiding eye contact or just simply ignoring this particular group of students (Milner,
2004; Woods, 2001). According to hooks,
In graduate school, it was especially hard to choose courses that would not be
taught by professors who were quite racist.... I, as well as other students, was
subjected to racist and sexist jokes. Any of us that he (white professor) considered
should not be in graduate school were the objects of particular scorn and ridicule.
When we gave oral presentations, we were told our work was stupid, pathetic, and
were not allowed to finish, (p. 387)
In general, some White faculty members strongly believe that Black, graduate students
are not prepared for graduate school (hooks, 2000). In addition, many White, male
professors assume that all Black students are the same, which is problematic (Bonner &
Evans, 2004). Therefore, Black, female, graduate students feel the pressure of serving as
a representative of their entire race inside and outside of the classroom (Milner, 2004). As
a result, many Black, female, doctoral students become depressed, isolated, and alienated
from their graduate departments (Milner, 2004). In addition, some Black, female,
doctoral students are not provided with opportunities to interact with Black, female,
faculty members or network with other Black graduate students (Johnson-Bailey, 2004;
Woods. 2001). Although many doctoral students experience difficulty in adjusting or
adapting to the graduate culture, race and gender may have an impact on the persistence
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of Black, female, doctoral students. Therefore, researchers should include individual
factors when studying the retention of graduate students.

Individual Factors
Several individual factors affect the persistence of graduate students. The
following section will address these persistence factors, the most important of which
include race (Lovitts, 2001), gender (Crawford Seagram et al., 1998; Faghihi &
Ethington, 1996; Lovitts, 2001), intersection of race and gender (D. Carter et al., 1996;
Zamani, 2003), family (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Gregory, 1999), economics (Crawford
Seagram et al., 1998; Faghihi & Ethington, 1996), and academic preparation (Lovitts,
2001). As a result of the limited research on Black, female, doctoral student retention and
persistence, this researcher included literature on Black undergraduate, graduate and
female students’ persistence at predominantly White institutions. In addition, this
researcher is cognizant of the slight differences, such as program structure and
expectations, between Black, female, undergraduate and graduate students, but there are
commonalities among the experiences of these students at predominantly White
institutions (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Fleming, 1984; Milner, 2004; Turner & Thompson,
1993). Despite the importance of race, racial identity development has been excluded
from many persistence models (such as, Tinto’s Model of Institutional Departure).

Race
With the result of the 1954 landmark Brown vs. Board of Education decision and
Black Power Social Movement, Black identity development became part of education
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discourse. Researchers have questioned whether a strong racial identification affects the
experiences of Black students at predominantly White institutions (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Torres et al., 2003). Researchers have indicated a possible relationship
between racial identity development and persistence of African-American students
(Bonner & Evans, 2004). Sedlacek (1987) reviewed twenty years of research on the
persistence of African-American, undergraduate students at predominantly White
campuses and concluded that there is a positive relationship between racial identity
development and student persistence. This type of research is important to decipher the
experiences of Black students at predominantly White institutions. According to Torres et
al.,
The absence of this type of research has forced faculty and administrators to apply
identity development theories that were formed from studies of white students
(often not including women) to all students regardless of gender, race, ethnicity,
or other differences. The application of these theories to students from very
different racial or ethnic backgrounds can cause misunderstandings and
miscommunications. (p. 3)
Torres et al. underscored the importance that ‘‘recognizing the steps of racial identity
development could help the dominant culture understand the variations in psychosocial
and cognitive growth of African-American students” (p. 40). As cited in Evans, Forney,
and Guido-DiBrito (1998), “Racial identity, traditionally referred to as a biological
condition, is more accurately defined as a sense of group or collective identity based on
one's perceptions that he or she shares a common racial heritage with a particular racial
group" (p. 71).
The concept of Black identity originated during the Black Power Movement,
which occurred from the aftermath of Dr. Martin Luther King. Jr.'s assassination in the
mid-1970s (Cross, 1991). Psychologists attempted to, "codify the identity transformation
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that accompanied an individual's participation in the Black Power phase of the Black
Social Power Movement" (Cross, 1991, p. 147). Although there are several models of
Black identity development (e.g. B. W. Jackson's Black Identity Development Model),
Cross' Nigrescence Model, a process model, has received the most research attention (B.
W. Jackson, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). According to Cross (1991),
“Blacks were said to experience a Negro-to-Black identity transformation, captured in the
phrase, the psychology of nigresence, or the psychology of becoming Black" (p. 41). The
Model of Psychological Nigrescence includes five sequential stages of an individual's
Black identity from “non-Afrocentrism to Afrocentrism to multiculturalism" (Evans et
al., 1998, p. 74). Although Cross’ Nigrescence Model was referenced in the
undergraduate student development (Evans et al., 1998) and persistence (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Sedlacek, 1987) literature, this Black identity model is applicable to
graduate students (Bonner & Evans, 2004). African-American students can experience
the five stages of Black identity development throughout their adulthood (Cross, 1991).
These five stages are Pre-encounter, Encounter, Immersion-Emersion, Internalization,
and Internalization-Commitment.
During the Pre-encounter stage, being Black is not important to AfricanAmericans, because their attitudes toward race range from low salience to anti-Black.
Therefore, many Blacks view Whiteness as the preferred racial status. This preference
may be the result of Blacks lacking the education of Black history and culture. Low
salient Blacks do not reject their race, but their other social identities, including gender,
religion, and sexual orientation, have a higher significance in their lives. AfricanAmericans, w'ho possess anti-Black views, share similar values as Whites toward Blacks.
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They believe in the racial stereotypes for Blacks. During this stage, Cross (1991) states,
“The average Negro American was ‘self-hating and deracinated', and thus very much in
need of identity change” (p. 158).
After the Pre-encounter stage, African-Americans enter the Encounter stage,
when s/he is affected by a positive or negative encounter experience. Positive encounters
may include learning the historical or cultural information on African-Americans,
whereas negative encounters may include experiencing a form of racism, such as
stereotypical remarks. Regardless, African-Americans may become angry at Whites,
experience a sense of guilt and motivated to learn any information on Black identity.
As Blacks transition into the Immersion-Emersion stage, African-Americans are
immersed into Blackness and withdrawn from Whites. Blacks may reach the realization
that anything associated with Whiteness is considered evil and inhuman (Cross, 1991).
Many African-Americans experience a sense of anger towards Whites and develop a
sense of pride in the Black culture, for example, Blacks tend to seek and enroll in classes
taught by African-American professors and read literature written by Black scholars.
African Americans are romanticized with the various “Black” symbols, including
hairstyles, flags and attire. During the Emersion phase, African-Americans experience a
“progression out ol a dualistic, reactionary mode into a more critical analysis of the new
Black identity” (cited in Evans et ah, 1998, p. 75). As Blacks establish a healthy identity
development, they become less emotional. They become less romanticized with their race
and more serious about Black issues.
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As African-Americans move into stage 4, Internalization, they become more
secure of their Blackness and begin to have a more pluralistic view of life. According to
Cross (1991),
The internalized identity seems to perform three dynamic functions in a person's
everyday life: 1) to defend and protect the person from psychological insults that
stem from having to live in a racist society; 2) to provide a sense of belonging and
social anchorage and; 3) to provide a foundation or point of departure for carrying
out transactions with people, cultures, and situations beyond the world of
Blackness, (p. 210)
Although their Black identity is salient, African-Americans begin to recognize their other
social identities, for example, gender and sexual orientation. Lastly, stage 5.
Internalization-Commitment, signifies that African-Americans begin to “address
concerns and problems shared by African-Americans and other oppressed peoples”
(Evans et al., 1998. p. 77). According to Cross, “The person is described as having
shifted from the insecure and anxious moments of early conversion to confidence in
personal standards of Blackness” (p. 159). Cross’ model illustrates the transformation of
an individual’s racial frame of reference. African-Americans may not experience all five
stages or may experience recycling among the phases (Cross, 1991), but this Black
Identity Model may serve as an explanation of how racial identity may affect AfricanAmerican, graduate students’ experiences at predominantly White institutions (Bonner &
Evans, 2004). Since diversity exists within the Black community, one should be cautious
to apply this model or others to every Black student. Cross’s model and the various social
identity theories were not developed to serve as a “one size fits all,” but to provide
information on the experiences of multicultural students.
Research indicates there are more African-Americans pursuing graduate degrees
at predominantly White institutions than historically Black universities. Therefore,
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administrators and faculty at predominantly White campuses should create a climate that
is conducive and responsive to Black identity development and ideology among AfricanAmerican students (Bonner & Evans, 2004). According to Torres et al. (2003), ‘The
environment at predominantly White colleges can be counteiproductive to the
development of African American students and thus postpone or delay their
development” (p. 15), because many Black students must invest their energy to overcome
obstacles and survive within a hostile environment. As a result, some Black students, who
attend predominantly White institutions, suffer identity problems and face social isolation
on their campuses (Fleming, 1984; J. D. Jones, 2004). Therefore, the identity problems
and social isolation may have a negative effect on their academic performance (Bonner &
Evans, 2004; Fleming, 1984). This isolation may be a result of being the only Black,
graduate student in a predominantly White class or lack of African-American faculty in
the graduate program (J. D. Jones, 2004). In addition, according to Pascarella and
Terenzini (1991), “Excessive allegiance to a group identity, when it leads to separatism,
may also serve to isolate Black students from social and academic contacts, experiences,
and environments that while being aversive may also constitute socially and academically
developmental opportunities” (p. 168). Furthermore, many historically Black universities
and colleges do not have graduate programs, thus graduate students, who have attended
these predominantly Black institutions, may not be prepared for the institutional racism at
their predominantly White institutions (M. R. Williams et al., 2005). As Blue (2001)
studied the racial identity development among post-baccalaureate Black women, she
concluded that the participants did not think about race until they enrolled in their
predominantly White institution. Before arriving at their predominantly White campus,
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many Black students, who lived in a diverse, geographic location or attended a
historically Black institution, may not experience racial isolation. Since race plays an
integral role in the experiences of African-American, graduate students, faculty must
possess a level of multicultural competence and understanding to establish retention
among this particular group. Rosales and Person (2004) state, ‘‘Consistent with this
diversity, African American women have a myriad of needs. The challenge in living with
these needs is the struggle to maintain one's ethnic and gender identification while
balancing other life responsibilities” (p. 55). Similar to racial identity development, the
affect of gender identity development and socialization has been excluded from attrition
studies.

Gender
This section focuses on the experiences of women, especially Black women, in
undergraduate and graduate schools. This component of the literature review examines
the factors, such as gender identity development, relationships, support, networking,
advising, and “spirit-murdering” (Wing, 1997), affecting female, graduate students.
Before one studies the experiences of Black women, gender identity should be explored.
Similar to racial identity development, gender identity development has been overlooked
in several research (e.g. Tinto and Spady) studies on student retention. Therefore, this
section highlights the major works on gender identity development of Josselson (1987)
and Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1997). Flannery (2000) states, “A more
psychological view sees the development of identity as an unconscious process, whereby,
the focus is on needs, defenses, and maintenance of a sense of internal coherence. A

53

sociological view sees the development of identity as a much more conscious process,
whereby the focus is on the influences of the social world on identity" (p. 56).
Josselson (1987) has developed a Women Identity Development Model, w'hich
includes the Identity Diffusion, Foreclosure, Moratorium and Identity Achievement
statuses (cited in Evans et al., 1998). Josselson (1987) provides an in-depth explanation
and description of the Women Identity Development Model. The statuses range from
women adopting their parents’ cultural beliefs, constructing a self-identity, identity
conflict, and inability to make decisions. Although this model may create a level of
awareness of gender identity, the research lacked the inclusion of Black, women identity
development and women's “ways of knowing.”
In a study conducted by Belenky et al. (1997), their results indicated that women
fall within a spectrum of “ways of knowing.” These scholars labeled these women based
on five epistemological categories: silence, received knowledge, subjective knowledge,
procedural knowledge, and constructed knowledge. These categories tend to provide how
women a) perceive themselves as powerless beings, who graciously accept the “extreme
sex-role stereotypes” (Belenky et ah, 1997, p. 29); b) learn by listening to others; c) rely
on their “gut” or intuition; d) inner voice becomes more reasoned and e) learn how to
develop and apply "procedures for obtaining and communicating knowledge” (p. 95).
Similar to Josselson's (1987) work on developing a model of gender identity, Belenky et
al. created a model to explain the various stages of the acquisition of knowledge among
women. Despite the importance of these models, both of these models and research
possess limitations and shortcomings.
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Although women identity models serve as an addition to the literature on
psychological development theories, applying these models may be detrimental to the
understanding of Black women. A majority of these models are based on the research of
White, middle-class women. Another limitation of the models is the assumption that all
women are the same, that is, especially relational. Therefore, the conceptual frameworks
are not reflective of the diversity of women as a whole. Although these theories may
possess shortcomings, these theoretical frameworks may provide an explanation for the
early departure of female students from institutions of higher education.
P. D. Isaac, Pruitt-Logan, and Upcraft (1995) illustrated that more women are
returning to school to pursue their graduate degrees. As more women attend graduate
programs, graduate faculty and administrators should understand the differences of
graduate experiences between men and women. Women are more likely to view the
graduate department as more alienating and isolating than men (P. D. Isaac et al., 1995;
Moody, 2004). Female, graduate students also experience a higher level of depression
than men, because of sexual harassment, gender discrimination and less support from the
institutions (Constantine & Greer, 2004; P. D. Isaac et ah, 1995). Because of these
factors, women may find the necessity to establish important, strong relationships with
graduate faculty and other students.
Many female, graduate students indicate the importance of networking,
relationships and support in assisting them in completing their graduate studies (HintonJohnson, 2003; Lenz, 1997). During Nerad and Miller’s (1996) interviews, many female,
doctoral students, “stressed the importance of receiving personalized attention and
feedback from faculty in order for students to have continued faith in their own

capabilities" (p. 71). Lenz is another scholar who agrees that relationships play an
integral role in the success of female, graduate students.
Lenz (1997) used the self-in-relation theory as the major variable in her study of
5 female ABDs and 6 female Ph.D. completers. This theory suggests that, “women’s
sense of self becomes very much organized around being able to make and then to
maintain affiliation and relationships" (p. 67). Lenz studied how relationships play an
integral role in the completion and noncompletion of the dissertation process in women.
Her results concluded that finding a compatible advisor was very important for degree
completers and ABDs.
Many female, graduate students do not have access to female professors (W. B.
Johnson & Huwe, 2003). In Fall 2003, approximately 248,187 full-time faculty members
were women, whereas 382,232 were men (National Center for Education Statistics, 200304). Because of the lack of female faculty members, many women do not have the
opportunity to interact with female mentors, role models, or advisors (W. B. Johnson &
Huwe, 2003). As a result, several female, graduate students may feel isolated, alienated
or unwelcome in their graduate programs (Johnsrud, 1995; Moody, 2004).
With regard to advising style, there are some female advisees who try to avoid
having an advisor with a “feminine" approach to advising. Many advisors, who utilize the
feminine approach, try to avoid conflict with the advisees and are overly personal
(Johnsrud, 1995). There are female, graduate students who are seeking to create an
androgynous relationship with their advisor. This form of advising creates a balance of
task and mentoring between the advisor and advisee (Johnsrud. 1995). The 11 women,
from the Lenz study, felt vulnerable while writing their dissertation. A completer stated,
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‘'Let’s face it, you're kind of vulnerable in this process” (Lenz, 1997, p. 71). As a result,
the interviewees felt the faculty needed to provide a nurturing, yet task-oriented
environment. Although female, graduate students feel the need to have a caring climate,
many argue that they receive less faculty support than men (A. C. Collins, 2001;
Johnsrud, 1995).
In addition to all of the above considerations that apply to women of color, there
are some special issues of concern. For example, Wing (1997) and Ellis (2000)
hypothesized that female, college students of color may experience, in varying degrees,
different forms of oppression, which may lead to a level of “spirit-murdering.” According
to Wing (1997), author of "Brief Reflections toward a Multiplicative Theory' and Praxis
of Being, ”
[S]pirit-murder consists of hundreds, if not thousands, of spirit injuries and
assaults—some major, some minor—the cumulative effect of which is the slow
death of the psyche, the soul and the persona. This spirit-murder affects all blacks
and all black women, whether we are in the depths of poverty or in the heights of
academe, (p. 28)
Wing’s (1997) article focused on the “spirit-murdering" of Black women, which may
include several forms of overt and covert discrimination or mistreatment because of race
and gender.
Some African-American, female students experience overt acts of racism, sexism
and discrimination, while others are subjected to covert forms, such as being ignored by
faculty members at their institutions (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Gaston, 2004;
Hughes, 2004). P. J. Williams (1997) states, “So blacks are conditioned from infancy to
see in themselves only what others who despise them see” (p. 233). Black students may
feel angry and discouraged by the mannerisms, and the behavior of faculty, and by racial
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remarks they may receive in the classroom (Milner, 2004; Townsend, 1994). Once a
person experiences this consistent form of mistreatment on many levels, it may lead them
to question their own talent, skills or knowledge (Milner, 2004; Townsend, 1994).
Many African-American students have a need to be “competent and selfdetermining” (King & Cheptayor-Thomson. 1996, p. 175). According to Beckham
(1988), “They deserve a sustained sense of self-worth and self-esteem and the
encouraging support of faculty, administrators, and student peers” (p. 75). In the Taylor
and Olswang (1997) study, several African-American, female students believed White
faculty and students try to make them feel inferior in the classroom. In Weiland’s (1998)
narrative, a female, doctoral student of color recalled how professors and administrators
treated her as an infant and did not take her seriously. As Bryant-Friedrich (2006)
reflected on her masters to doctorate transition, she remembered the differential treatment
between herself and her White classmates from the graduate faculty. Before entering the
Ph.D. program, she was required to defend a Master’s thesis, whereas her classmates
were asked to prepare for preliminary exams to become doctoral candidates. Her
experiences mirror how some faculty members continue to ask Black, female scholars to
prove their academic skills and knowledge. As a result the individual experiences low
self-esteem, self-confidence or self-concept (Bryant-Friedrich, 2006; Chen, 2000). King
and Chepyator-Thomson (1996) state, “This continued mistreatment affects the female
graduate students' experience, thus impacting her sense of competence and selfdetermination" (p. 172). Fleming (1984) hypothesized that African-American,
undergraduate women experienced lower self-esteem at predominantly White campuses
than at historically Black colleges and universities. Therefore, African-American, female
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students may leave predominantly White campuses voluntarily because of negative
experiences in the collegiate environment (Brown, 2000). Ellis’ (2000) results suggested
that this is true even for African-American women at the graduate level.
Some researchers (e.g. Lovitts, 2001) explain that graduate students leave their
graduate programs because of their lack of motivation, determination or academic
preparation. Although this may be valid in some cases, institutions and faculty must
realize that race and gender affect the attrition of many Black, female students, and they
should do their best to help students overcome individual factors that may inhibit
persistence and degree completion.

Intersection of Race and Gender
Women of color must face the intersecting complexities of race and gender in
higher education. This "intersection” separates them from White and male societies
(Wiggins, 2005: M. R. Williams et al., 2005). As P. H. Collins (2000) states, "Because
elite White men control Western structures of knowledge validation, their interests
pervade the themes, paradigms, and epistemologies of traditional scholarship” (p. 251).
Therefore, African-American women's experiences are not determined or validated as
knowledge (A. C. Collins, 2001). As a result. Black women encounter physical and
emotional obstacles in being fully recognized within American higher education (D.
Carter et al., 1996; Rosales & Person, 2004). Physical obstacles include unsupportive or
hostile classrooms, while emotional encompasses covert and overt racism and sexism.
As one begins to study the needs of African-American women, the researcher
should focus on the cultural, personal and social contextual frameworks (Howard-
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Hamilton. 2004). In studying student development, postsecondary researchers utilize
psychosocial theories developed by such scholars as Kohlberg, Chickering, and Perry.
Although Gilligan and Baxter Magolda’s theories were inclusive of women's
experiences, they excluded the development of African-American women (HowardHamilton, 2004). According to Blue (2001),
Historically, White feminism has failed in many cases to also effectively critique
privilege rather solely male patriarchy, while at the same time. Afrocentric
paradigms have often failed to effectively critique the role of gender oppression
and male oppression, particularly within Black communities, (p. 121)
Therefore, to develop a comprehensive understanding of Black women, one should focus
on Black feminist and critical race theories, because these epistemologies discuss how
sender is racialized and race is engendered. Black feminists, such as Patricia Hill Collins
(2000), focus on a model for women of color, which includes knowledge, consciousness,
and empowerment dimensions (Torres et al., 2003). Collins states, “Black feminist
thought's core themes of work, family, sexual politics, motherhood, and political
activism rely on paradigms that emphasize the importance of intersecting oppressions in
shaping the U.S. matrix of domination'' (p. 251). In order to examine the experiences and
position of Black women in American society, one must explore how race, class, gender,
and sexuality affect this particular group (Blue, 2001). According to Howard-Hamilton
(2004), critical race theory “is a focus on a liberating and transformative experience for
persons of color by exploring multiple cultural and personal contexts that make up their
identity, such as race, gender, class, and socioeconomic status” (p. 23). Many students of
color use stories or personal testimonies to reflect on these particular experiences and
challenge the beliefs of Whites (Hinton-Johnson, 2003). Students engage in discussions
about their “true” experiences in a safe space. These spaces can be in the form of
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diversity affairs offices, cultural centers or any other physical space. In addition, these
marginalized students may join various cultural organizations, where common goals,
values and beliefs are similar among the members. As students of color find
commonalities among their stories, they begin to comfort each other. This dialogue,
which has historical ties to Africa, creates a connectedness among underrepresented
students (P. H. Collins, 2000).
Many Black women experience an “outsider within” status. Although they attend
meetings, events, or activities with the majority, for example, White men, “they [Black
women] are still invisible and have no voice when dialogues commence (HowardHamilton, 2004, p. 21). In Audre Lorde (1984)’s book, Sister Outsider, she states, “Black
women have on one hand always been highly visible, and so, on the other hand, have
been rendered invisible through the depersonalization of racism” (p. 42).
The intersection of race and gender creates a hostile environment for AfricanAmerican women. Therefore, “[bjlack college women often turn to spiritual beliefs to
cope with the everyday struggles that come with living in a socially and politically
oppressive system” (Watt, 2004, p. 29). As stated earlier, African-American, female
scholars must deal with their historical gender roles and educational advancement. In
order to overcome these conflicts and negativity, Black women must develop the
appropriate coping skills. This negativity may be in the shape of many forms. Some
African-American, female students feel ignored or misunderstood by their White peers
and faculty (Constantine & Greer, 2004). In addition, there may be a lack of AfricanAmerican faculty, especially women, at their institution. By Fall 2003, there was 65,999
African-American faculty (including instruction and research) in comparison to 922,657
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White professors (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005). The Black female’s
experiences may be excluded from the curriculum, as well (A. C. Collins, 2001). As a
result, many Black women "are often misunderstood and must cope with stereotypes
associated with both their race and gender” (Watts, 2004, p. 31). As the intersection of
race and gender prevails among Black women, they must encounter several stereotypes.
These myths are as follows:
1) Black women regularly receive the message that they are inferior to other
people. 2) Black women are unshakable, that somehow they are physically and
emotionally impervious to life’s most challenging events and circumstances. 3)
Black women are stereotyped as unfeminine. 4) Black women are especially
prone to criminal behavior and 5) Black women continue to be perceived as
sexually promiscuous and irresponsible. (C. Jones & Shorter-Gooden. 2003, pp.

11-12)
Although African-American women try to overcome these stereotypes, many begin to
internalize these false statements or myths. According to C. Jones and Shorter-Gooden,
The [Black women] have risen above centuries of oppression so that, today, after
years of dealing with society’s racist and sexist misconceptions, with its brutal
hostilities and unthinkable mistreatment, not only are they supporting families,
they’re leading corporations, major media organizations, the military, our state
and federal governments, (p. 1)
Regardless of the academic and career achievements of Black women, they will always
be misunderstood by White society. Many individuals assume that Black women are
“superwomen,” because they can overcome several obstacles. As a result, Black women
take on this role, which forces them to play multiple roles and balance a variety of
demands (Falk. 2004). Therefore, they are always addressing and satisfying the needs of
others, hooks (1996) concurred that,
Many Black folks share the assumptions held by diverse groups in this society
that women are “inherently destined to selflessly serve others. This thinking is
often reinforced in Black communities by religious teaching emphasizing the
necessity of selfless service as the highest expression of Christian charity.
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Collectively, many Black women internalize the idea that they should serve, that
they should always be available to meet the need of someone else whether they
want to or not. (p. 363)
As a result. Black women neglect themselves and become these unhealthy beings.
African-American women are unable to be themselves. C. Jones and ShorterGooden (2003) state, “From one moment to the next, they change their outward behavior,
attitude, or tone, shifting “White,” then shifting “Black” again, shifting “corporate,”
shifting “cool” (p. 7). In one given day, an African-American woman can speak or
behave a particular way to her White colleagues and another way to her Black friends.
This shifting can take a mental, emotional, and physical toll on the psyche of the Black
woman. Therefore, it is not shocking to hear the low self-esteem, depression or self-doubt
of African-American women.
According to Howard-Hamilton (2004), “The Resistance Modality Model
acknowledges that African American women can deflect negative attacks from society by
using strategies of resistance” (p. 31). One form of resistance is developing self¬
empowerment, which can be achieved by establishing networks and support systems
among Black, female, doctoral students. These strategies can combat hostility and
negativity within their immediate environment. Therefore, spirituality is one of the
mechanisms to overcome negativity at a hostile, predominantly White institution. Some
Black women may turn to spiritual healing, such as church services, bible study, church
retreats and prayer, to provide strength to endure the unwelcoming climate (Watt, 2004).
In addition, majority Black communities, for example, community organizations and
religious institutions, provide institutional support for Black women to share their lived
experiences. Although organizations and communities provide support to African-
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American women, the institution of family may have an impact on the graduate
experiences of Black women.

Family
In general, research has shown that women and men are socialized differently
(Falk, 2004). During childhood, women and men are assigned different societal and
family expectations. Women are taught to be nurturers and caregivers whereas men are
conditioned to be competitive and assertive (Moody, 2004). External forces, including
parents, encourage girls to maintain close bonds with their family. In bell hooks' (1996)
article, "Black Women Intellectuals,” she eloquently shared her personal childhood
experiences regarding the desire to read and write, hooks was expected to place a higher
priority on household chores than academics. These sex role stereotypes and expectations
are continued through childhood to adulthood.
Many graduate students experience role conflict during their graduate program,
because some graduate students are parents, spouses, fully employed or caretakers for
their parents (Nettles & Millett, 2006). As a result, marriage, children, and other
responsibilities, may affect the persistence of graduate students (Baird, 1997; Nettles &
Millett, 2006). Females are most affected by family responsibilities than males (Falk,
2004). Whereas female, graduate students have to "juggle" the roles of mother, wife, and
student; most male students are able to concentrate on their academics because of spousal
support and assistance (Rosales & Person, 2004). Nevertheless, some graduate students
feel faculty members may not understand the possession of these many roles. According
to Anderson and Swazey s (1998) study, an estimate of 63% of the respondents agreed
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that faculty believed their coursework should hold a higher priority over other
responsibilities, including family obligations. Many graduate students found it difficult to
commit to 5-7 years of graduate study and balance personal responsibilities
simultaneously. One graduate states,
When I had set my goals, I didn't think I'd ever be married, let alone have
kids. So spending the next 10 years of my life trying to get a job basically that was okay. But then when I started thinking about bringing a wife
through it and bringing a family through it, it was real hard, (cited in
Golde, 1998, p. 57)
In Lenz's (1997) study, a female, degree completer stressed how her dissertation had
consumed her life causing her to neglect her family.
There were pictures on the wall down in basement of my husband and the
children doing things. Where was I? I was never around. Or if I was
around at certain times, I was not a person you would want to live with
because every minute had to be useful for something. That's why it was
painful, (p. 71)
Some graduate students, especially women, left their programs before completing their
degree requirements, because they believed that their coursework and writing took time
away from their families (Lenz, 1997). In conjunction with one’s role as a parent, spouse,
or caretaker, gender may be detrimental to the possible academic success of female,
graduate students. Although diversity exists among Black women, one of the common
themes is that Black women play multiple roles, similar to White women, within their
community, especially family.
The structure of the Black family focuses on “the interdependence of familial and
community relationships” (Gregory, 1999, p. 4). Similar to African culture, the Black
woman has a strong bond with her children (Falk, 2004). The Black mother is the
primarily caregiver in the household, because they are socialized to be nurturers and
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caregivers (Rosales & Person, 2004). In addition to the common parental responsibilities,
Black mothers must teach their children how to cope with racism and sexism (Hills,
2001). Within the African values and traditions, the parishioners of the Black church are
included as members of the Black, ‘'extended” family. Extended family units include
biological relatives and members of the community (Cushinberry, 2003; Falk, 2004).
According to Tatum (1987), ’‘This particular feature of Black families is the one most
recognized by researchers as a major characteristic in the differentiation of AfroAmerican and Euro-American families” (p. 4).
The Black church plays an integral role in the lives of many African-American
women (Cushinberry, 2003; Wiggins, 2005). The church “provides spiritual, moral,
emotional, social, political, and economic support” (Gregory, 1999, p. 6). In many Black
churches, African-American women participate in the Sunday school, choir, usher boards
and other forms of ministry. Many Black women are taught to care for other “family”
members, especially from the church. Often times, the elders live with the younger family
members, particularly with Black women.
As more women enter into the academy, one would hypothesize that family
members would be supportive of this academic endeavor. On the contrary, many Black
families place pressure on their loved ones to obtain a job for financial security (Rosales
& Person, 2004). Many families do not consider that juggling a career and academics can

place a strain, and delay the degree process and attainment (Rosales & Person, 2004).
Therefore, sometimes “the family can play an integral role in a student’s success. In some
instances, the family and community can provide the inspiration and support necessary to
get through the challenges associated with college” (Rosales & Person, 2004, p. 60).
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Despite the importance of family support and roles, lack of finances may have a negative
affect on persistence among Black, female students.

Economics
As many researchers focused on the influence of academic and social integration,
St. John, Cabrera, Nora, and Asker (2000) concentrated on how finances, specifically
financial aid, play an integral role in the persistence of college students. Bean (1980) and
Tinto (1987) focused on finances as a requirement of college selection, but not
persistence. Therefore, Tinto (1993) revised his model and included the effect of finances
in persistence. The inclusion of financial variables is important in studying persistence
because financial resources allow graduate students to form relationships with faculty and
participate in academic and social activities (St. John et al., 2000). If a student does not
receive adequate financial aid, s/he may be so engrossed in overcoming financial
difficulty that they may not be able to concentrate on academic or social activities.
Instead, they may have to seek other financial means, for example, part or full-time work
(Wilson et al., 2003). As a result, finances may affect social and academic integration and
influence the level of one's commitment. Although Tinto (1987) stated that if students
claim to leave for financial reasons, it could be an excuse for other reasons. In some
cases, this statement may be valid, but one should not discount how finances may affect
the persistence. As researchers analyze institutional financial aid, persistence models
should also include tuition and other financial resources.
Financial resources are one of the many variables which may affect the retention
and persistence of college students. Voluntary withdrawal is a behavior. Therefore, Bean
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and Eaton (2000) proposed that “the factors associated with leaving (the content of the
model) and the psychological activities associated with leaving (the processes that
explain why a student leaves)” (p. 49) should be included in retention studies. In other
words, they were interested to see how financial resources and other factors affect each
other and persistence.
As previously stated, researchers (St. John et al., 2000; Tinto, 1993) concurred
that finances may have a direct affect on persistence. Having sufficient financial support
is very crucial to the student’s success in completing degree requirements (St. John et ah,
2000). According to Baird (1997), the students’ funding situation matters, “whether that
includes full-time work outside the university, assistantships or fellowships inside the
department” (p. 100). In Nerad and Miller’s (1996) study, graduate faculty “attribute
attrition to insufficient financial support for graduate students” (p. 66). Therefore,
financial support in graduate school has been identified as one of the most important
predictors of time to degree completion (Johnsrud, 1995; Lovitts, 2001). Ekstrom stated,
“The greater the proportion of the financial burden students must bear, the less likely they
are to opt for graduate training” (cited in Johnsrud, 1995, p. 72). Women, especially those
over thirty with dependents, are most likely to be discouraged from graduate study for
financial reasons (Johnsrud, 1995). Nerad and Miller (1996) found that the students, who
were financially dependent on their spouse’s earnings and savings, took the longest to
finish their degree (11 years), whereas the doctoral students who were supported by
research assistantships had the shortest time (7 years) (Nerad & Miller, 1997). As a
result, graduate students who support themselves take the longest time to complete the
graduate degree (Johnsrud, 1995).
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Since the cost of graduate school is often expensive, many students work during
their academic career. Some students are so determined to obtain their degree that they
will work several jobs to pay for their tuition and other financial responsibilities (Lenz,
1997). Therefore, employment has a direct impact on the persistence of graduate
students. In a study of 154 doctoral graduates and 111 students who did not complete
their dissertation, both males and females ranked employment as the primary source of
financial support at the doctoral level (Kluever, 1997). Graduate Research Assistantships
and Graduate Teaching Assistantships were ranked low as a source of financial support
among doctoral graduates and students (Kluever, 1997). Kluever compared retention and
attrition between ABDs and graduates, and concluded that students who were ABDs
might have had more financial responsibilities than doctoral degree recipients. The lack
of financial resources is one of the determinants in the attrition or completion studies of
graduate students (Kluever, 1997; Lovitts, 2001). Similar to Kluever’s findings, Lenz
(1997) found that two, female ABD students out of a sample of 11 students mentioned
that the lack of financial support hindered them from completing their dissertation. In a
recent study of graduate students’ persistence, Lovitts (2004) concluded that degree
completers were more likely to have received research and teaching assistantships than
noncompleters.
Women take longer than men to complete their doctorate degrees (Johnsrud,
1995), because there are more female, part-time doctoral students than men (Choy &
Cataldi, 2006). While enrolled, many female, doctoral students work full-time for
financial reasons (Choy & Cataldi, 2006). Therefore, the priority of these women’s full¬
time employment obligations may delay their time to degree completion (Choy &
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Cataldi, 2006). In a study conducted by Bowen and Rudenstine (1992), women's
completion rate in large graduate departments was 29.6 whereas men’s was 36.7,
although both percentages are low (cited in Johnsrud, 1995). The low completion rate of
women is the result of the differences of financial support. W. B. Johnson and Huwe
(2003) concurred that female, graduate students receive less institutional financial
assistance than their male counterparts. In the Matthews and Jackson study, they found
that male graduate students received more funding from research assistantships than
women (cited in Johnsrud, 1995). Johnsrud (1995) noted the disparity in type of
assistantship as well. He noted, “[0]f the women who received doctorates in 1993, 50.3
percent held teaching assistantships. In comparison, the more prestigious research
assistantships were held by 43.5 percent of the women who received doctorates as
compared to 57.9 percent of the men” (Johnsrud, 1995, p.71).
In their study of doctoral students’ experiences, Anderson and Swazey (1998)
found that two-thirds of the participants worked as either research or teaching assistants.
Although the majority of the students’ assistantships pay for their tuition and other fees,
many students continue to have other jobs, for example, nearly 20% of the respondents
worked off-campus. Similar to their White counterparts, some African-American students
have ranked funding as one of the major obstacles for attending or completing graduate
school (Bonner & Evans, 2004; Johnsrud, 1995).
Faison (1996) suggested the lack of financial support among African-American,
graduate students affects their persistence in graduate education. Although many
universities awrard assistantships and fellowships, some Black students do not receive
these forms of financial support (Faison, 1996; Nettles & Millett, 2006). In the K. W.
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Jackson and Swan (1991) study, Black undergraduate students, who attended
predominantly White institutions, relied on families for financial support in comparison
to Black students, who attended historically Black colleges and universities, relied more
on institutional support. Graduate students receive a range of funding for their education
from full support to limited or no support (Nettles & Millett, 2006). Those who have less
financial support, including African-Americans at predominantly White institutions, may
be unable to meet the academic demands of their program. This inability is a result of
students working several part-time or full-time jobs. If institutions are serious about
access, retention and graduation of Black students, then universities must pay attention to
the sources of financial support for students. Given that one of the graduate admission
criteria is the undergraduate academic record, academic preparation serves as a critical
variable in persistence.

Academic Preparation
In order for graduate students to persist, they must be able to handle the academic
work—complete assignments, meet expectations in seminars and other group situations,
pass examinations and courses, and prepare the final thesis or dissertation. According to
many faculty members, some graduate students may have difficulties in transitioning
from undergraduate or work experience to graduate work (Lovitts, 2001). Students may
experience difficulty in applying, ‘‘previously acquired intellectual skills to new
situations” (Tinto, 1987, p. 50). As undergraduates, many students are taught to receive
or ‘'bank” knowledge from professors. According to Fischer and Zigmond (1998),
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graduate students become “creators of new knowledge” (p. 31) and are taught to become
critical thinkers and learners.
In a qualitative study, Conrad, Duren, and Haworth (1998) found graduate
students emphasized that their learning experiences were different from the “traditional”
way of teaching and learning. Students and faculty were “co-learners,” wherein faculty
viewed students as sources of knowledge. Students worked collaboratively with faculty
on research projects, presentations, and publications. Therefore, faculty and students
worked together to challenge established theories, previous research findings and
methodologies. The pedagogy of learning was more collaborative than didactic. As Boyle
and Boice (1998) state, graduate students “go through a cultural learning or enculturation
process in which they learn to act as productive members of their graduate department”
(p. 87). In Baird's (1993) article, “Using Research and Theoretical Models of Graduate
Student Progress, ” he analyzed a process model, which explains how students adapt to
graduate curriculum. This model is based on the premise that “Members of a research
community share a ‘model of knowing'. This ‘model of knowing’ is embedded in the
research methodology that incoming students in graduate programs learn and is encoded
in the language that community members use” (Baird, 1993, p. 7). Baird concluded that
attrition is related to the “insufficient comprehension of the ‘model of knowing’ favored
by the department and inadequate mastery of the linguistic conventions of the discipline”
(p. 8).
While students struggle to adapt to this “model of knowing,” they must also
contend with the lack of structure within some graduate programs. According to
Anderson and Swazey (1998), the latter stages of the academic work of a graduate
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program include a thesis or dissertation. The lack of structure in the thesis or dissertation
phase may hinder a student from completing the degree requirements (Kluever, 1997;
Lovitts, 2001). Preparing a thesis or dissertation is very different than completing the
coursework, because it requires students to be more independent and objective (Baird,
1993; Lovitts, 2001). Since the graduate curriculum is more challenging than the
undergraduate curriculum, graduate students must possess particular characteristics and
survival skills to stay ‘‘above water’' in their departments. In addition to the adaptation
and adjustment stressors to doctoral programs, Black, female, doctoral students must face
another obstacle. According to Lorde (1984), ‘‘As a form of survival, some AfricanAmerican women learn and adopt the language and culture of white men, the oppressors.
This may not be in the form of assimilation but of protection” (p. 114). Given that the
study of the academic and social experiences of Black women at predominantly White
institutions is important for graduate faculty and administrators, one must analyze how
institutional factors play a critical role in persistence and retention.

Postsecondarv Institutional Factors
Institutions of higher education should take the responsibility to provide a
welcoming environment to all graduate students. If an institution recruits
underrepresented populations, including African-Americans, as part of its affirmative
action goals or commitment to social justice, graduate programs have the obligation to do
everything possible to ensure their success. This section reviews several postsecondary
institutional factors such as formal socialization process (Baird, 1995; Weidman et al.
2001), advising/mentoring (Boyle & Boice, 1998; Faison, 1996; Hinton-Johnson, 2003),
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faculty relationships (Faghihi & Ethington, 1996: Patterson-Stewart et al., 1997; Woods,
2001), racial climate (Harvey, 1996; S. Hurtado et ah, 1999; Moody, 2004; PattersonStewart et ah, 1997; Turner & Thompson, 1993), social support (J. D. Jones, 2004; King
& Chepyator-Thomson, 1996; Townsend, 1994), and cost and finances (Johnsrud, 1995;
McWade, 1995; Nettles & Millett, 2006), that have been shown in the research and
literature to be directly related to the persistence of African-American students.

Formal Socialization Process
Weidman et ah (2001) state, “Socialization has also been recognized as a
subconscious process whereby persons internalize norms and standards and form a sense
of identity and commitment to a professional field” (p. 6). Faculty plays an integral part
in socializing graduate students to acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and values of a
discipline (Baird, 1995; Nettles & Millett, 2006). Cusanovich and Gilliland state, “It is
recognized that part of what is learned in graduate school is not cognitive, it is
socialization to the values, practices and attitudes of a discipline and university, it
transforms the student into a colleague” (cited in I. H. Johnson, 1996, p. 63). In addition
to faculty, graduate students are primary agents in the socialization process of other
graduate students (Baird, 1993; Weidman et ah, 2001). Although commonalities exist
among graduate programs, their structures are not identical. In addition, students
experience graduate programs differently throughout all the stages of socialization.
In the beginning of a graduate program, students are learning the expectations of
their program and discipline. As graduate students enter doctorate programs, they are
taught to speak, write and think like the other members of their profession. Weidman et
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al. (2001) referred to this process as the anticipatory stage, because '‘novices generally
seek information, listen carefully, and comply readily to faculty-initiated communication
such as verbal imperatives and explicit directions for program success and eventual
completion" (p. 73). During this early stage, the graduate students may feel distant from
their faculty and view their classmates as competitors (Baird, 1993; Nettles & Millett,
2006). This stage could be difficult for African-Americans because of their cultural need
to belong to a community and have a connection with faculty and students (Wiggins,
2005). In Faison’s (1996) study, first-year, African-American, doctoral students were
looking for mentors for the purpose of assisting and addressing their personal and
academic needs and to establish relationships.
As graduate students progress through comprehensive exams, they “are usually
increasingly assimilated into the life of their departments and disciplines, and their access
to and interactions with faculty increase" (Baird, 1995, p. 26). This process is
accomplished with the assistance of faculty, professional associations, books, journal
articles, and interacting with other colleagues. The participants in the Faison’s (1996)
research study interacted with their cohort members and faculty. The participants worked
collaboratively with faculty to co-publish and co-present for different professional
associations. In addition, the graduate students have developed and mastered a level of
competence in their discipline.
During the thesis or dissertation stage, the graduate students are socialized to
accept the discipline’s values and methods and are expected to be colleagues with faculty
(Baird, 1995; Nettles & Millett, 2006). Also, graduate students may perceive their
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classmates as part of a community. Weidman et al. (2001) described this phase as part as
the informal stage of socialization.
In some graduate programs, close knit cohort grouping of student peers facilitate
communication and support.... Student cohorts develop as a community having a
social and emotional identification, cohesiveness, and connectedness (p. 74).
Majority African-American, graduate students feel comfortable in this stage because of
their continued connection with their colleagues. During this stage, many graduate
students do not complete the dissertation because “they may have poor social and
academic relationships with professors and fellow students, inadequate mastery of the
forms of reasoning that the discipline favors, and poor spouse or employer support”
(Baird, 1995, p. 29).
Similar to the Faison’s (1996) study, the socialization process of graduate students
at many institutions has not taken into account the diverse demographic backgrounds of
today’s graduate students. As Turner and Thompson (1993) state, “How individual
students experience socialization opportunities is influenced by their cultural values, prior
experiences with socialization, personalities, individual support system, level of
commitment, and gender-related issues and values” (p. 357). Since, the “socialization of
graduate students has been dominated by male faculty members and advisors, more
women and advisors of color are needed to facilitate effective socialization for female
graduate students” (Weidman et al., 2001, p. 42).
The graduate socialization process must reflect the multiple social identities and
experiences of minority, female students (Antony & Taylor, 2004). The “traditional”
graduate student socialization process has an impact on stereotype threat conditions
among minority graduate students (Antony & Taylor, 2004). According to Antony and
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Taylor, “Stereotype threat is the sense of social and psychological peril that negative
racial stereotypes induce, bringing about a climate of intimidation that can hamper
academic achievement” (p. 96). Antony and Taylor's study focused on the relationship
between graduate socialization and stereotype threat conditions among twelve. Black,
doctoral students. All the respondents reported that stereotype threats, such as
marginalization and tokenism existed within their graduate departments. In addition,
some minority women are not invited to attend conferences, coauthor papers or receive
the level of mentoring, unlike the White, doctoral students (Nettles & Millett, 2006;
Turner & Thompson, 1993). Instead of being a fully active member of the community,
some Black, female, doctoral students feel isolated and excluded from the “table” (Turner
& Thompson, 1993; Woods, 2001). Turner and Thompson (1993) compared the
socialization process of White and nonwhite, female, doctoral students attending a
Midwestern University. These researchers concluded that White women described their
environment as cooperative, whereas women of color interpreted the climate as
competitive. As a result, the interpretations and perceptions of their departmental climate
may have an impact on the socialization of African-American, female students.
Therefore, faculty must understand that the graduate student is not the young, full-time,
white, male student from yesteryear.

Advising/Mentoring
In conjunction with establishing a formal socialization process, research (e.g.,
Bonner & Evans, 2004; Gaston, 2004; Milner, 2004; M. R. Williams et al., 2005) has
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shown that mentoring plays an integral part in the experiences of graduate students,
including African-Americans.
Advisors play an integral role in the retention of graduate students, especially
doctoral students (Lovitts, 2001). In addition to advising, mentoring has a direct impact
on the academic success for graduate students (Boyle & Boice, 1998; W. B. Johnson &
Huwe, 2003; Nettles & Millett, 2006). The underlining purpose of mentoring is to
“enhance the educational experiences of graduate students and facilitate their successful
adjustment to living and working in a campus setting” (I. H. Johnson, 1996, p. 63).
Additionally, W. B. Johnson and Huwe (2003) stressed that mentoring is a personal
relationship between a protege and mentor, who serves as a role model and guide. Boyle
and Boice (1998) concluded mentoring is important for graduate students while they are
immersed in their research and writing their comprehensive exams or dissertation. The
results of the Boyle and Boice study indicated that, “the quality of mentoring
relationships is not based solely on common research and scholarly interests but can be
predicted on regularly scheduled mutually beneficial professional interactions” (p. 90). If
an informal or formal mentoring program exists, students report having a positive
experience in their graduate program (Boyle & Boice, 1998; Nettles & Millett, 2006).
Golde (1998), author of "Beginning Graduate School: Explaining First-Year Doctored
Attrition, concluded from a series of interviews with doctoral students that many firstyear students left because they were unhappy and discontent with their advisors. The
respondents reported incompatible working styles, inability to communicate and
personality clashes that existed within the advisor/advisee relationship.
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In the Boyle and Boice (1998) study, one of the graduate students commented,
“Professors deal with you, they are available to you, and all the staff is more than
helpful" (1998. p. 91). The Kluever (1997) study found that students and graduates rated
the importance of a mentor as a means of social support during the coursework and
dissertation process.
While mentoring is an important factor for all graduate students, this relationship
has a significant effect on the retention and experiences of African-American, graduate
students (Faison, 1996; Nettles & Millett, 2006). Cassandra Sligh DeWalt (2004), an
African-American, female, doctoral recipient, reminisced on her graduate experiences at
the University of Iowa. She states, “I found that having a mentor during my program was
very import to my psychosocial development. Without this support, I would have left the
university at a much earlier time, possibly dropping out of my degree program” (p. 45).
Woods (2001) interviewed 12 Black, female, doctoral students and 7 recent doctoral
recipients to gather information on their experiences at the University of Michigan.
According to Woods, “One of the major challenges faced by almost all of the women in
this study was establishing mentoring relationships with faculty members” (p. 109).
Some African-Americans believe “that African-American mentors are important to the
persistence of African-American doctoral students at predominantly White institutions”
(King & Chepyator-Thomson, 1996, p. 175). As a result of alienation and isolation,
several African-American, graduate students stressed the need to have a strong
relationship with African-American, faculty members at predominantly White campuses
(Woods, 2001; Sligh DeWalt, 2004). Findings from the Faison (1996) study indicate that
mentoring was the most significant predictor of African-American, graduate students’
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persistence at predominantly White campuses. H. Richard Milner (2004), author of
“African-American Graduate Students’ Experiences: A Critical Analysis of Recent
Research, ” states that effective mentoring is a key component in the persistence of
African-American, graduate students. Since many Black, doctoral students are firstgeneration college students, mentors can educate these particular students on the doctoral
socialization process (Woods, 2001). Many Black students have a more difficult time in
finding mentors than their White counterparts (Cheatham & Phelps, 1995; W. B. Johnson
& Huwe, 2003), because of the lack of racial diversity among faculty. Graduate programs
must focus on hiring a diverse faculty, because many Black, female, doctoral students are
often mistreated and ignored by White faculty (Woods, 2001).
At times, African-American students may experience difficulty in developing a
mentoring relationship between themselves and White faculty because of the racial and
cultural differences (W. B. Johnson & Huwe, 2003). According to Faison (1996),
“Bonding poses a special problem for African-American graduate students who
matriculate at predominantly White universities. These students are often culturally and
socially different from Euro-American counterparts and university professors” (p. 22).
African-American women are less likely to have mentors, with whom they reported
working closely, during the course of their doctoral studies than White women, AfricanAmerican men or White men (Ellis, 2000; Woods, 2001). The lack of mentoring
relationships may be the result of the “small number of African-American mentors,
especially female, among faculty members at predominantly white campuses” (King &
Chepyator-Thomson, 1996, p. 171). Therefore, Black, female, doctoral students seek
faculty mentors of color from other graduate departments (Woods, 2001).
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E. P. Smith and Davidson (1992) disseminated a survey to 298, of whom 182
responded, African-American graduate and professional students from a large, public,
predominantly White university. Findings indicated that 40% of the Black students noted
that African-American faculty provided them support and mentoring. At this particular
midwestern university, 4% of the total faculty is African-American. Therefore, E. P.
Smith and Davidson concluded, “This suggests that these students may have gone out of
their way to contact African-American faculty. This research further suggests that
African-American faculty bear a heavy load, possibly sacrificing time from other
scholarly activities to be available to African-American students” (p. 538).
Townsend (1994) and Sligh DeWalt (2004) concurred that Black professors may
play an important role in the retention or experience of African-American students. As a
result of the scarcity of African-American faculty, many African-American professors
mentor Black students within and outside of their departments (Fields, 1998; W. B.
Johnson & Huwe, 2003). Despite the importance of advising and mentoring, graduate
students may struggle with establishing relationships with faculty.

Faculty Relationships
On any campus, faculty possesses more autonomy, power and privilege compared
to other stakeholders, including administrators, staff, and students (Harvey, 2000).
According to Harvey, “Faculty provides knowledge, insight, guidance, direction, and
inspiration. Faculty influence students beyond the bounds of their subject matter; faculty
wisdom and experience make them role models in matters of behavior, decorum and
values as well” (p. 350). In addition, they have the power, authority and influence on
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curricular modifications, tenure and hiring. Therefore, faculty establishes the campus
culture. Despite the number of diversity organizations, programs, and initiatives, there
continues to be a lack of diversification among the faculty ranks (Moody, 2004). Many
institutions of higher education encounter the difficulty in hiring African-American
academicians, while others do not actively recruit a diverse pool of scholars.
Historically, African-Americans have been underrepresented in faculty positions,
because of their underrepresentation in undergraduate and graduate education (Nettles &
Millett, 2006). Regrettably, the ‘'pipeline” problem still exists, because there are a small
percentage of Black students advancing from secondary to postsecondary education
(Aguirre, 2000; Gaston, 2004). According to Faison (1996), ‘This problem involves
preparing adequate numbers of underrepresented students in higher education to fulfill
the professoriate needs of the future” (p. 1). As E. P. Smith and Davidson (1992) state,
“Not only must adequate numbers of potential candidates enroll in graduate programs,
but they must also complete these programs and exhibit excellence in their profession”
(p. 531). Therefore, institutions should focus on the inadequate racial composition of the
faculty in graduate departments.
Although there are number of African-American scholars, many institutions are
guilty with their recruiting, hiring, and selection process. Since majority search
committees are comprise of White, male, faculty members, they look for colleagues, who
have common interests (Moody, 2004). They are looking for clones of themselves
(Moody, 2004). As Harvey (2000) states, " Old boy connections, latent racism, common
interests and backgrounds, or other factors may cause search committees to be less than
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fair and objective in fulfilling their responsibilities” (p. 354). Graduate programs should
implement initiatives to recruit and hire a diverse faculty (Moody, 2004).
Braddock and Trent (1991) suggested that having access to Black faculty
members has a significance impact of the persistence of African-American students.
According to Cheatham and Phelps (1995), "Because students seek out minority faculty
and staff for informal and formal advising and mentoring, increased diversification is an
important symbol of the institution's commitment to minority faculty and students” (p.
94). However, some Black, graduate students are simply looking for faculty members
who are aware and sensitive to issues facing Black students (Bonner & Evans, 2004).
Black students "require members of the academic community who validate their
presence, are sensitive to their needs, and take appropriate actions to assist them”
(McNairy, 1996, p. 10). In addition to hiring a more culturally-sensitive and racially
diverse faculty, faculty and administrators should be aware of the importance of having
an inclusive curriculum. According to Turner and Thompson (1993), “Not only would
efforts provide role models, but a diverse faculty also means a diverse research and
teaching agenda, increasing possible avenues for students to connect with faculty of
similar backgrounds and interests” (p. 367).
As McNairy (1996), author of The Challenge for Higher Education: Retaining
Students of Color, states,
graduate students understand that the values of an institution are systematically
communicated by its faculty. The curriculum validates such aspects as customs,
traditions, values, history, art, and politics. The curriculum presents multiple
modes of discourse, research, discovery, analysis, and synthesis. Students
perceive that what is articulated within the curriculum is to be valued, (p. 11)
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Since the curriculum, values and traditions reflect the mainstream culture, Black, female,
doctoral students encounter challenges with their research interests (Woods, 2001). A
large percentage of Black women pursue topics such as race, gender, class, and other
social identities. According to Woods (2001), ‘'Often, when people of color pursue
research topics that relate to their personal experiences and background, they are accused
of not having objectivity or of being too close to the topic to conduct quality research’' (p.
113). Given the importance of positive faculty relationships, racial climate serve as an
integral component of establishing relationships with peers and faculty.

Racial Climate
In studying students of color and their level of integration at their respective
institutions of higher education, one must focus on the college climate (Bonner & Evans,
2004). The campus climate is defined as “the culture, habits, decisions, practices, and
policies that make up campus life-the sum total of the daily environment” (Harvey, 1996,
p. 355). Although the overall campus may have an affect on the persistence of doctoral
students, the culture and structure of the graduate department play an integral role in the
experiences of doctoral students (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Weidman et ah, 2001).
Dissimilar to undei graduate programs, graduate departments are interdependent of the
campus (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992). Individual graduate programs establish criteria and
requirements for selection and graduation, respectively (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992;
Nettles & Millett, 2006). In addition, graduate students spend an unlimited amount of
time with their faculty and peers, whereas majority undergraduate students are involved
with the campus as a whole (Gansemer-Topf, Ross, & Johnson, 2006). Nevertheless,
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students of color may perceive the institution as unwelcoming or hostile, because of the
lack of racial diversification within the curriculum and among their peers and faculty (A.
C. Collins, 2001; S. Hurtado et al., 1999; Woods, 2001). If students experience
negativity, then they may perceive the campus as unwelcoming (Bonner & Evans, 2004;
S. Hurtado et al., 1999; Milner, 2004). In response, these particular students may feel a
sense of alienation, isolation, and marginalization at their institution (S. Hurtado et al.,
1999). According to Baird (2000), ‘'Hurtado and Carter (1997) noted the importance of a
sense of belonging to minority students found in many studies. However, from existing
conceptual critiques, they felt that Tinto’s integration concept did not adequately capture
the meaning of ‘integration’ among minority students” (p. 74). As a result, students of
color may not feel comfortable in integrating socially or academically (Baird, 2000). In
addition, Tinto's (1987) model should expand to include “behaviorally based measures of
involvement” (Berger & Milem, 1999, p. 62). Students’ behaviors and perceptions of
their environment have a direct and indirect effect on the level of social and academic
integration or involvement, which may result in persistence or attrition (Berger & Milem.
1999; Bonner & Evans, 2004). Therefore, they may leave involuntarily or voluntarily
from their institution, because their level of involvement may be low or nonexistent.
Baird (2000) emphasized how the perceptions of climate play an integral role in
the levels of social and academic integration. He states,
Frequently analyses find the following dimensions of climate: friendliness or
cohesiveness of the student culture, warmth or quality of faculty-student relations,
flexibility and freedom versus rigidity and control of academic and other
programs, overall rigor of academic standards, emphasis on personal expression
and creativity, emphasis on research versus concern for undergraduate learning,
importance of fun and big-time sports, and sense of shared identity or mission” (p.
70).
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Although this may affect all students, minority students* perception of climate reflects
the constructs of Tinto's model. Berger and Milem's (1999) quantitative study on the
persistence of first year undergraduate students attending a Southeastern, private,
research university found that African-American students perceived the institution as an
unwelcoming and unsupportive environment. Therefore, minority students’ perceptions
should be measured in relation to the climate. Physical and campus climates may have an
affect on the perception and experiences of Black, female students at predominantly
White institutions.
The physical climate of an institution is comprised of several, small communities,
such as the classroom. Therefore, researchers should study how a student's classroom
experience affects persistence (Tinto, 2000). It is argumentative that classrooms do not
have a direct correlation with student departure, but that they could have an affect on
persistence. Many institutions are interested in increasing the level of student
involvement in the classroom. This particular involvement may also ‘‘carry over” to
outside of the classroom. Students may form study groups or engage in extracurricular
activities, for example, intramural sports. In other words, they form a peer group that
extends beyond the actual classroom. Therefore, campuses are creating learning
communities. The distinctiveness of these communities is shared knowledge, knowing,
and responsibility (Tinto, 2000). This type of community may affect the students’
experiences inside and outside of the classroom. Therefore, communities may have an
impact on the level of social and academic involvement. Tinto states,
By extension, the broader process of academic and social integration
(involvement) can be understood as emerging from student involvement with
faculty and student peers in the communities of the classrooms. It is a complex,
multidimensional process that links classroom engagement with faculty and

86

student peers to subsequent involvement in the larger academic and social
communities of the college, (p. 89)
As a result, institutions of higher education must strive to create an environment where
learning may occur inside and outside of the classroom.
Institutions are encouraged to create a more inclusive climate of all marginalized
and underrepresented groups, especially in the classroom and curriculum (DeSousa,
2001). According to Cheatham and Phelps (1995), “the campus environment is a central
feature in the academic experience of all graduate students” (p. 91). Therefore, graduate
departments must be conscious of the overall campus climate experienced by AfricanAmerican and female students on their campuses (Milner, 2004). Students of color enter
the enterprise with unequal power than their White counterparts. In addition, many
students of color and women are silenced in the classroom, because of their “minority”
status (Hinton-Johnson. 2003). According to Ng (2000), “The first thing we must do,
regardless of whether we belong to minority groups, is to break the conspiracy of silence
that has ensured the perpetuation of sexism, racism, and other forms of marginalization
and exclusion in the university” (p. 367). Since faculty “are responsible for determining
the body of knowledge appropriate for an educated person" (Harvey. 1996. p. 353), they
must modify their Eurocentric, male-dominated curriculum. Turner and Thompson
(1993) concurred with the existence of “inattention to race and gender issues in curricula,
a form of racial and gender discrimination by omission rather than commission” (p. 404).
All minority and majority graduate students should have the opportunity to receive a
“well-rounded,” inclusive education. As Harvey (1996) states, “Students need and
deserve a complete record of information, not a selective one that exalts certain groups
and devalues others” (p. 353).
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There are times when graduate programs and departments, themselves, foster a
chilly climate for students. The rivalries among graduate students may be intense and
very competitive (T. Carter, 2003; Turner & Thompson, 1993). A hostile or competitive
climate may hinder interactions or interrupt the socialization process of graduate students
(Bonner & Evans, 2004; Boyle & Boice, 1998; Weidman et al., 2001). As a result,
graduate students may experience a level of alienation (Bonner & Evans, 2004). Lani
Gunier, a civil rights attorney, served as a panelist at Yale Law School, her alma mater.
As Gunier, a Black female, stood in front of the law students, she began to remember the
isolation in the classroom (Gunier, 2000). She reminisced that her classroom was not a
safe place, because of the limited interaction with her professors and large pictures of
White men surrounding the periphery of the walls. Her law professor neglected to
acknowledge the gender diversity within the class, because he greeted the female students
as “gentlemen” (Gunier, 2000). Similar to Gunier, Hinton-Johnson (2003) states, “By this
I mean that I have often felt out of place or as if I did not belong on campus or in classes
simply because I am not White” (p. 38). The climate may include non-physical
dimensions, for example competition, as well. Some researchers have analyzed the
climate of a graduate program by examining the level of competitiveness and
collaboration among students and faculty (Johnsrud, 1995; Lovitts, 2001).
In the Nerad and Miller (1996) study delineated earlier in this paper revealed,
many doctoral students found the campus environment to be alienating. As these two
researchers interviewed the doctoral students who withdrew from the University of
California. Berkeley, many of the interviewees reported that the department climate was
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unwelcoming. Students had the impression that the faculty were unapproachable or
lacked concern for students' personal and academic problems and issues.
In addition, first-year graduate students may generalize their classmates as
potential competitors whereas students at later stages may view their classmates as part of
a community (Baird. 1993). As students create relationships among themselves, they
provide each other emotional, social and academic support (Cushinberry, 2003).
Departments can encourage this collegiality by providing a space, for example graduate
offices, for students provide assistance and advice on how to choose advisors, classes,
graduate assistantships, and research projects (Moody, 2004).
Therefore, majority graduate students may find the necessity to experience a sense
of community with other graduate students and faculty members. As relationships are
established, students may develop a sense of belonging. Among the responses from the
Boyle and Boice (1998) study, a graduate student stated, “I have been impressed with the
camaraderie among students, impressed how quickly these people, who have never
known each other, become a family” (p. 90). Although the findings from the Anderson
and Swazey (1998) study indicated that some graduate students felt a level of isolation or
competitiveness, over two-thirds of the participants in this study responded that students
and faculty care about each other. While the findings of these two studies appear
contradictory, there is enough evidence from the literature to suggest that graduate
programs should be concern about competitiveness among students. Institutions must
note that competitiveness is not only limited to academics among graduate students, but
also related to competition for faculty members’ time and attention.
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Professors are trying to continue their research, teaching and other projects, and as
a result their time may be very limited. Therefore, some graduate students have to
compete with these competing factors for faculty time and attention. Approximately 50%
of the respondents indicated they had to compete for their professors’ time and attention
(Anderson & Swazey, 1998). Although the climate may be harsh for all students,
African-American students’ experiences are more negative at predominantly White
institutions.
Many researchers have concluded that Black students at predominantly White
institutions have different experiences than those who attend historically Black colleges
and universities (Bonner & Evans, 2004). Several African-American students at
predominantly White institutions have to cope with dealing with unfamiliarity at these
institutions whereas Black students at historically Black colleges and universities have
the opportunity to engage in familiar cultural activities and social systems (K. W. Jackson
& Swan, 1991; M. R. Williams et al., 2005). Some Black students on predominantly
White campuses may experience "racism, discrimination, stereotyping, and campus
attitudes and behaviors that isolate them; they experience campuses that have socially,
physically, or programmatically made them think that they do not belong, are not
welcome, or are not expected to succeed” (Cheatham & Phelps, 1995, p. 93). According
to M. R. Williams et al. (2005), many African-Americans, graduate students must
confront with the perceptions of White faculty and classmates, which may affect their
ability to persist in a predominantly White institution.
In the K. W. Jackson and Swan (1991) study of 1,580 Black undergraduate
students, 885 were enrolled in 8 historically Black colleges and universities while 695

90

were enrolled in 6 predominantly White institutions. The findings indicated that the
Black men. who attended the predominantly White campuses, found the classmates to be
more competitive than their counterparts who attended the historically Black colleges and
universities. Also, students who attended historically Black colleges and universities felt
more of a sense of community than those who attended predominantly White institutions.
Similar to K. W. Jackson and Swan (1991), Fleming (1984) found Black students
who attended predominantly White institutions were more dissatisfied with their
academic institution and possessed more negative attitudes toward their professors than
Black students who attended historically Black colleges and universities. In addition,
social adjustment was more positive for Black students who attended historically Black
colleges and universities than their counterparts who attended predominantly White
institutions (cited in K. W. Jackson & Swan, 1991). Although these studies are focused
on undergraduates, one may conclude that African-American, graduate students may
encounter similar experiences. Since climate has been shown to play an integral part in
the socialization and persistence of graduate students, the importance of establishing a
strong support system at their institution of higher education becomes critical for doctoral
students (Hinton-Johnson, 2003).
The persistence of minority students “often hinges upon there being a sufficiently
large number of similar types of students on campus with whom to form a viable
community” (Tinto, 1987, p. 59). Although there is an increase in racial integration at
predominantly White institutions, African-American graduate students continue to have
negative experiences on these campuses (J. D. Jones, 2004). Studies have found that
African-American students experience a higher degree of isolation, alienation and racism
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than their peers at historically Black colleges and universities (Bonner & Evans, 2004;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Racism may range from ’’psychological intimidation to
outright physical attacks” on a college campus (Harvey, 1996, p. 349). If an institution
wants to address the attrition of African-American students, graduate faculty and
administrators must understand the importance of developing a welcoming climate.
Institutions of higher education should strive to establish a ’’critical mass, which is the
sufficient number of Blacks on a campus to develop a community or communities”
(Sedlacek, 1987, p. 488). In distinct academic departments of where there are small
numbers of African-American, graduate students, for example, the sciences, institutions
have to provide opportunities to bring students from other isolated and isolating
departments together. Moody (2004) recommended:
[Graduate departments] should work to ensure that it has enrolled a cluster of at
least four to six U.S. minority graduate students. Such a cluster will provide the
peer support that underrepresented students need in a majority setting where, at
times, they are likely to feel psychologically isolated, (p. 171)
Therefore, graduate departments have a responsibility to be aware that building a sense
of community and enhancing the campus climate for African-American students affects
their persistence as graduate students.

Social Support
Social support theory ’’focuses on the role of supportive relationships in
preventing and reducing the harmful effects of stress and enhancing individuals’ ability to
cope effectively with stress in specific social settings” (Tinto, 1993, p. 122). Students
who teceive a high degree of support may complete their degrees at a higher rate than
students w ho may not receive that level of support. In a study of 66 graduate students and
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faculty from a large research university, Boyle and Boice (1998) found that the
interaction among graduate students has a positive effect on academic achievement. Lenz
(1997) found that degree completers received support, which assisted them in finishing
their degree, whereas the ABDs did not experience a great level of support thereby
inhibiting them from completing their degree requirements. Besides their relationship
with their advisor, graduate students, especially African-Americans, emphasized that
their family served as part of a strong support system (Hinton-Johnson, 2003; Kluever,
1997). As Bonner and Evans (2004) delineated the factors affecting the persistence and
experiences of Black, doctoral students, they concurred that family provides support
throughout African-American students’ academic experiences by listening to any
concerns or frustrations. Baird (1993) asserted “[Attrition is associated with poor social
and academic relationships with professors and fellow students and poor support from
spouses, employers, and other groups” (p. 8). Therefore, support networks are a
significant factor in the degree completion, particularly among Black students (HintonJohnson, 2003).
According to K. W. Jackson and Swan (1991), “More Black males in white
schools relied on family and institutional support systems to handle their personal
problems than do those in Black schools. Most students on Black campuses seem to
handle their problems alone” (p. 133). At predominantly White institutions, many
African-American students may not have the opportunity to have direct support from
Black faculty or peers, because of the limited number of African-Americans in the
academy. As a result, Black students are likely to seek social support outside of the
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department, for example, at churches, social clubs and other organizations (Bonner &
Evans, 2004; Cheatham & Phelps, 1995).
In a study conducted by King and Chepyator-Thomson (1996), some AfricanAmericans mentioned a sense of loneliness because of the lack of African-American
professors and peers at their institution of higher education. Townsend (1994), author of
“How Universities Successfully Retain and Graduate Black Studentsstates universities
must create a "positive atmosphere, which is achieved through support networks.
Institutions of higher education should have a sufficient number of Black students to
enable them to establish a meaningful social interaction and support network amongst
themselves” (p. 85).
In response to the various needs of graduate students, institutions must make
every effort to provide several forms of support to graduate students. Graduate
departments should create programs to address these particular needs. Brus (2006)
recommends the following interventions for graduate departments to create a supportive
environment for their students. Graduate programs should be interested in:
•

creating social support systems and opportunities for new students to
connect with advanced doctoral students and faculty;

•

designing academic support services for graduate students, whereas
providing social support systems for students and their families;

•

implementing programs that addresses the personal and academic
experiences of graduate students;

•

providing intellectual and professional development opportunities, for
example, allocating funds for graduates’ participation at conferences;
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•

minimizing the alienation, isolation, and marginalization of
underrepresented graduate students;

•

assessing the social, academic and cultural needs of all graduate students,
especially non-traditional. and sharing this information with all
stakeholders.

The above bulleted list offers several examples of good practice providing support for
graduate students, especially African-American students. The Ohio State University
implemented the Providing Research Opportunities for Future Scholars (PROFS)
program, where faculty provides academic and social support for underrepresented
doctoral programs (Hinton-Johnson, 2003). The Association of Black Graduate and
Professional Students, from the University of Missouri at Columbia, serves as a “family’’
for many African-American students (Cushinberry, 2003). The members share research
topics and graduate experiences with each other (Cushinberry, 2003). Yale University
created the McDougal Graduate Center, which creates a space to address the particular
concerns and needs of all graduate students and their families (Brandes, 2006). One of the
McDougal Graduate Center sponsored events is a weeklong orientation for new graduate
students (Brandes, 2006). Although it is imperative to provide social and academic
support for doctoral students, financial aid plays an integral role in the retention of
graduate students.

Cost and Finances
The cost of graduate education is a major individual factor in determining whether
students will continue their graduate studies. Therefore, financial aid becomes an
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important institutional factor related to persistence and retention, especially for AfricanAmerican students (L. Jones, 2001). Financial aid for graduate students includes, research
stipends, fellowships, teaching and research assistantships, and loans (Moody, 2004).
Types of financial aid vary among graduate students, which may affect the persistence of
these students. According to McWade (1995), ''Doctoral students are far more likely to
receive fellowships, grants, and assistantships than master's degree students” (p. 51). In
2003-2004, "Doctoral students were the most likely to receive grant aid (55 percent vs.
38 percent of master’s students and 41 percent of first-professional students) and received
the largest amounts, on average” (Choy & Geis, 2006, p. v). The less financial burden,
such as, loans, the more likely the student will persist at their institution (Johnsrud, 1995;
L. Jones, 2001; Lovitts, 2001). Many graduate students may be interested in attending
school full-time, but are unable to because of financial obligations and family
responsibilities (Wilson et al., 2003). Therefore, graduate programs must implement a
strategic plan to retain their students. This plan must include a process to assess,
strategize, implement, and evaluate graduate programs, including the financial aid
packages. The results of the Nerad and Miller (1997) study suggested the University of
California, Berkeley develop a financial support structure, for each stage of the doctoral
program, to retain UC-Berkeley students. UC-Berkeley offered fellowships, teaching
assistantships and research assistantships throughout the various stages of the doctoral
process (Nerad & Miller, 1997).
In order for institutions to be successful in increasing the retention rate of
graduate students, institutions must realize that they have an institutional commitment to
retain students. 1 herefore, institutions intent on achieving equity for its graduate students
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should make an effort to provide comprehensive financial aid programs for all graduate
students, especially underrepresented populations.
Historically, minorities have been underrepresented in particular fields and
graduate programs (Weidman et al„ 2001). Therefore, many institutions provide
additional funding sources targeted to recruit, support, and retain minority students in
these particular fields of study (L. Jones, 2001). The University of Southern California
established a fellowship for incoming minority Ph.D. students with a stipend of $25,000,
24 units of tuition waiver, payment of mandatory fees, and health/dental insurance
(University of Southern California, Graduate School). As a member of the National
Consortium for Faculty Diversity, the University of Massachusetts Amherst provides a
one-year stipend for minorities, who are writing a dissertation on Humanities, Social
Science, or Business (University of Massachusetts Amherst, Graduate School). Although
there are graduate departments who offer financial aid packages to students of color,
more institutions of higher education must adhere to the same practice. Moody (2004)
states, “U.S. minorities on the whole predictably receive less departmental, faculty, and
institutional support and assistantships than all other groups of graduate students” (p.
167). Funding is crucial in retaining students and affects the level of involvement with
graduate departments (Uovitts, 2001, 2004). Research assistants interact with faculty and
other students. As a result, research assistants may have a more positive relationship or
experience within their graduate department while students who receive loans may not
have the same opportunity to integrate into the department. As previously stated, social
and academic integration affects the persistence of graduate students (Tinto, 1993).
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As Kuh and Love (2000) state, ‘'Vincent Tinto's theory is the paradigm of choice
when examining student departure” (p. 196). One of the major problems of Tinto's theory
is the exclusion of the consideration about how a student's cultural background may
affect the levels of social and academic integration at predominantly White institutions.
In other words, Tinto hypothesized that a student is successful, if he or she integrates or
acclimates to the culture of the university. African-American students “should adapt to
their institutions' dominant systems of values and norms” (Kuh & Love, 2000, p. 197).
According to Gonzalez (2000),
Tinto has created a theoretical construct, in this case “social integration”, with
implications that hold potentially harmful consequences for racial and ethnic
minorities. One such harmful consequence of applying Tinto's model is that for
racial and ethnic minority students to persist in college, they must first go through
a “cultural suicide” of their own culture in order to become socially integrated (or
assimilated) into the dominant, Anglo, culture of their college or university, (p.
70)
In response to Tinto's assumptions, institutions should begin to analyze the persistence of
students as a “sociocultural phenomenon, rather than an individual, psychological
experience" (Kuh & Love, 2000, p. 199). Institutions must realize that graduate students
may voluntarily leave for cultural as well as family and financial reasons. Many of these
cultural reasons are based on "previous experiences with families, neighborhoods, ethnic
and racial groups, social classes, churches, and schools and in anticipation of groups and
organizations that individuals hope to join, such as institutions, major fields, social clubs
or organizations, and social-oriented affinity groups” (Kuh & Love, 2000, p. 199).
Therefore, researchers should develop a "minority” student departure model that is
inclusive of other variables, such as culture.
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Predominantly White institutions are beginning to understand how AfricanAmerican students adapt to their institution's graduate programs and are beginning to
take steps to work toward building positive educational climates for African-American
students on their campuses. They are learning from those students who have had negative
experiences in the past and they are learning from the research and literature on graduate
persistence, especially the research and literature that focuses on the experiences of
African-American students. Predominantly White colleges and universities are learning
that campus climate matters, as do support systems, opportunity for networking, and
access to faculty role models and mentors. They worry about isolation, alienation,
financial resources, and inappropriate levels of competitiveness among students.
Given the increase of African-American, doctoral students at predominantly
White institutions, the findings of this review may be useful for educators and scholars
interested in the experiences and persistence of Black students. This chapter highlighted
the previous retention models, but provided several shortcomings and limitations, which
overlooked and excluded the experiences of African-American, female, doctoral students.
Therefore, this review provides a better understanding of the individual and institutional
characteristics; and experiences that may affect the persistence of African-American,
female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions (Figure 1). The above
research clearly illustrated that the following factors: departmental climate, advisoradvisee relationships, the role of graduate students, mentoring, experiences of financial
and interpersonal problems, overcoming personal obstacles, and developing connected
relationships are crucial for the success of African-American in graduate degree
programs. In addition to these variables, there is also an indication that an awareness of
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one’s identity development and culture (on the part of the student and perhaps the
faculty) could affect the graduate school outcome. As a result, researchers should
reconceptualize a retention model, which includes and addresses the unique experiences
of Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions (Figure 1). Once a
model has been reconceptualized, researchers must conduct empirical studies that solely
focus on the persistence of Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly White
institutions. This particular study, which includes the actual experiences of Black, female
doctoral students, provides pertinent information on this particular “invisible” group. It is
my hope that this study fills in the “gap” among the persistence studies of doctoral
students. Individual factors, for example family, affect the student’s ability to complete a
doctorate, whereas the institutional factors affect the graduate department’s ability to
retain the student.

Individual

Institutional

Race
Gender
Intersection of Race and Gender
Family
Economics
Academic Preparation

Formal Socialization Process
Advising/Mentoring
Faculty Relationships
Racial Climate
Social Support
Cost and Finances

Figure 1. Factors influencing doctorate persistence of African-American females
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to examine the graduate experiences among
African-American, female, doctoral students and degree recipients; and how they
perceive the effect of individual and institutional factors in relation to their persistence at
predominantly White institutions. The goal of this chapter is to describe the methodology
employed in answering the research questions. The first section of this chapter provides a
rationale for a qualitative study and the second section discusses the selection criteria of
participants, describes the data collection process, analysis and limitations of the study.
Although there are several genres of qualitative studies, such as ethnography,
phenomenological, socio-communication, and case, I decided to employ the case study
approach to this research. Since case studies provide an intensive description of an event,
setting or individual, this approach allowed this researcher to study the various differing
experiences, perceptions, and opinions of the Black, female, doctoral students and degree
recipients at one predominantly White institution (Merriam, 2002).

Qualitative Research
The major purpose for qualitative research is to gather data or seek answers to
how participants interpret or make meaning of their social world (Merriam, 2002).
Qualitative researchers are unique, because they “gather what they see, hear, and read
from people and places and from events and activities” (Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p. 5).
As a result of this methodology, researchers may gain an understanding to a particular
phenomena or some aspect of the social world (deMarris, 2004; Rossman & Rallis,
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1998). Qualitative research consists of eight approaches: basic interpretive, ethnography,
phenomenology, grounded theory, case study, narrative analysis, critical, and
postmodern-poststructural (Merriam, 2002). Although there are several data collection
techniques, such as observations, and content analysis, interviews are the “hallmark of
qualitative research” (Rossman and Rallis, 2003, p. 180). According to deMarris (2004),
“Qualitative interviews are used when researchers want to gain an in-depth knowledge
from participants about particular phenomena, experiences, or sets of experiences” (p.
52). Since I wanted to explore the experiences and perceptions of African-American,
female, doctoral students, and degree completers, qualitative research, in particular
interviewing, provided the necessary information and answers to my research questions.
Furthermore, qualitative research allowed me to incorporate Black Feminist
Epistemology in this study, because I wanted to provide the women an opportunity to
understand and analyze their graduate experiences from their perspectives. Previous
researchers concur with the importance of qualitative research, especially interviews, in
studying non-traditional students (Attinasi, 1989; R. M. Johnson, 2000; Watson et al.,

2002).
Attinasi (1989) underscores the importance of interviews, because surveys do not
reflect the actual experiences and reasons for students of color departure. In concurrence
with Attinasi (1989), R. M. Johnson (2000) argues that qualitative studies include the
experiences of underrepresented students. Therefore, more qualitative research is needed
in this area of higher education (Attinasi, 1989; R. M. Johnson, 2000). As Faison (1996)
states,
This research lor “meaning creates an orientation toward theory7 that is often very
different front that of quantitative researchers. Theory often guides quantitative
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endeavors as researchers seek to systematically test or prove postulates about a
sample. However, qualitative researchers reference theory similarly to the way
that sociologists and anthropologists use to term “paradigm.” (p. 26)
In general, researchers and policymakers must “probe deeper into the issues that
influence graduate student attrition, undertaking qualitative investigations that allow for
an understanding of why students leave before completing the desired degree” (Nerad &
Miller. 1996, p. 62). In studying the persistence of doctoral students, especially
underrepresented students, methods of qualitative research are needed “to probe the
meanings differing individuals attach to their experience as they take place within an
observable sphere of personal interactions” (Tinto, 1993, p. 243).

Case Study Method
Qualitative methods and specifically case studies seem most appropriate to
address the perceptions and experiences, especially culturally, of Black, female students
at predominantly White institutions. According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), ‘'Case
studies are in-depth and detailed explorations of single examples (an event, process,
organization, group, or individual)” (p. 104). This research study is classified as a case
study, because it was critical to “seek to understand the larger phenomenon through close
examinations of a specific case and therefore focus on the particular (Rossman & Rallis,
2003, p. 104). Therefore, this approach afforded me the opportunity to study the
individuals’ (Black, female students and degree recipients) perceptions of their
experiences (phenomenon) at the University of Massachusetts Amherst (UMass)
(setting). As a result of the richness of the interviews, a case study was written reflecting
the individual perceptions of the participants’ experiences (Patton, 2002). Patton states,
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Critical cases are those that can make a point quite dramatically or are, for some
reason, particularly important in the scheme of things. A clue to the existence of a
critical case is a statement to the effect that “if it happens there, it will happen
anywhere” or vice versa, (p. 236)
Although the results of a case study cannot be generalized. Rossman and Rallis (2003)
concur that a case study “allows the applications of lesson learned in one case to another
population or set of circumstances” (p. 105). Educators and policymakers may decide
what is applicable to their respective institutions and graduate programs (Merriam, 2002).
My assumption is that the experiences and perceptions of the Black, female doctoral
students at other predominantly White institutions are similar to my participants'
experiences at UMass. Since African-American, female, graduate students and degree
completers were given the opportunity to shape and reflect on their experiences, these
interviews may fill the gap in the current retention models. The participants’ stories,
which are critical components of Black Feminist Epistemology, may provide insight and
new knowledge on the persistence of Black, female doctoral students at predominantly
White institutions. Non-Eurocentric research methods, such as stories and testimonies,
serve as important tools to validate African-American women’s experiences and create an
opportunity to place their voices in the forefront of this study. Given that many of the
retention theories are developed from the perspective of White, male students, qualitative
research is crucial to explore the experiences and perceptions of Black, female students.
Qualitative research creates opportunities to examine how the social identities and culture
of Black, female, doctoral students affect their perceptions of their experiences and
environment.
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Research Site
The University of Massachusetts Amherst, a large, public, research, university
located in a rural area is known for its education, research, and public service. The
university offers 88 undergraduate majors, 68 master's and 50 doctoral programs. In Fall
2005, the university enrolled 5,699 graduate students, of which 186 were AfricanAmerican (University of Massachusetts Amherst, Fact Sheet, 2005). During the 20032004 academic year, 14 and 137 doctorate degrees were awarded to African-Americans
and women, respectively (University of Massachusetts Amherst, Factbook 2004-2005).
Since interviews rely heavily on establishing rapport with the participants, this particular
institution of higher education was chosen based on my personal and professional
relationships with members of the University of Massachusetts Amherst community. As
an UMass student, I have a relationship with the administrators who have the authority in
creating access to the research site. In addition, this institution was chosen because of
manageability and do-ability (Rossman & Rallis, 1998).

Participants
The participants were selected through purposeful sampling, which included two
strategies (deMarris, 2004; Patton, 2002). These strategies were critical case sampling
and network selection, also known as snow balling. The goal of purposeful sampling is to
locate and select participants for a particular purpose. Since I was studying the
perceptions and experiences of Black, female, doctoral students, it was important for me
to find participants who met my research criteria. The criteria for the selection process
was the participants had to identify as African-American, female students, who
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completed the qualifying exams or recent graduates of a doctorate program at the
University of Massachusetts Amherst. Since I was studying the participants at one site, I
w as limited to resources (i.e., the number of possible participants) and unaware of how
many students, who completed their comprehensive exams. As a result, I employed the
snowball or network selection approach (Patton, 2002). I asked my participants if they
knew other potential candidates for my study. In other words, I located one participant,
from the institution who matched the criteria and that person referred potential candidates
to me (deMarris, 2004).
In order to obtain the names of the Black, graduate students, I gained access to the
African, Latino/a, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Native Americans (ALANA) graduate
listserve from the participating institution. The members of the listserve included male
and female graduate students. Therefore, I sent an email, which provided a description
and puipose of the study (see Appendix B). Six Black women responded to the email.
Following their response, I provided a more in-depth description of the study and
timeline. Since the community of Black, female, doctoral students and degree recipients
is very small at the university, two of the participants provided two additional names. The
two newest women received an introductory letter, a detailed email describing the study
and a follow-up phone call to address any questions or concerns. After finding eight
women, I confirmed their willingness to participate and interview schedule. Given that
each participant must commit to two, F/2 hour long interviews, one meeting to review
their transcriptions and a 2-hour focus group session, I informed the participants that the
study may be time-consuming. Based on individual comments, the participants
understood the personal benefits from this study. In addition to expanding the literature
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on retention, participants benefited from sharing their stories with someone, who
identified as African-American and had similar graduate experiences.
As a result from the purposeful sampling, data was collected from four Black,
female, doctoral students and four degree completers from one major research university.
The participants represented the Colleges of Education, Social and Behavior Sciences,
and Humanities and Fine Arts at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. In general,
these departments have conferred some of the highest number of doctoral degrees within
the institution (University of Massachusetts Amherst, Office of Institutional Research).
As stated earlier, the criteria for the selection of participants were a) AfricanAmerican identification, b) female identification, c) completion of qualifying exams, and
d) student or recent degree completer from UMass. They represented various disciplines,
with the largest enrollment rates of doctoral students, at the University of Massachusetts
Amherst.

Data Collection Techniques
The overarching premise of this qualitative study was to understand how AfricanAmerican, female, doctoral students and degree recipients perceive individual and
institutional factors affecting their experiences and persistence at their respective
institutions. In order to gain an in-depth knowledge of the participants’ perception and
experiences, this study addressed three grand tour questions for African-American,
female, graduate students and degree completers:
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1) How do Black, female, doctoral students perceive the effect of individual
factors on their graduate experiences and persistence at predominantly White
institutions?
2) How do Black, female, doctoral students perceive the effect of institutional
factors on their graduate experiences and persistence at predominantly White
institutions?
3) How are graduate experiences affecting the persistence process of Black,
female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions?
The research questions stemmed from the literature review and previous studies on the
retention of Black, female, graduate students. These questions encouraged AfricanAmerican, female, doctoral students and degree recipients to reflect on issues including
race, gender, financial support, family obligations, mentoring, support systems, and
faculty. In addition to the grand questions, sub-questions, or probes, were posed to the
participants, as well. Although I had specific questions, to be addressed, the grand tour
questions initiated the interview giving respondents the opportunity to share personal
‘'stories” or graduate experiences.
Before the data collection process, I engaged each participant in a "light,”
introductory conversation via email and phone to review the purpose of the study and
methodology, and schedule the first interview. In addition, I was able to build a strong
relationship with the participants, because of our similar characteristics—Black and
female. These relationships were helpful in establishing trust, because of the immediate
commonality between researcher and participant. Therefore, I established a stronger
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relationship with participants, which is critical in qualitative research (Rossman & Rallis,
1998).
During conversations, reinforcing the importance of confidentiality to the
participants was very critical. The participants' privacy was protected by not revealing
their names and identities to the public. Therefore, pseudonyms were incorporated within
this study and transcriptions of the interviews. Immediately following the introductory
email messages, demographic, contact and consent forms were mailed to the participants
for their review and signatures (Appendices C-E). The participants were required to bring
or send the forms prior to the first interview.
The data collection techniques, for this study, included demographic information
sheet, two individual interviews, follow-up meeting or “member checking,” focus group
interview, and review of codes, themes, and patterns with a peer reviewer. Qualitative
research must employ different, multiple data sources to strengthen and create
trustworthiness within the study (Rossman & Rallis, 1998). Although case studies rely on
a “variety of techniques for data gathering” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 105), I decided
to solely focus on individual and focus group interviews. I chose interviews as a major
data collection technique, because participants would have the opportunity to share their
individual perceptions about their experiences at UMass. As a result, I have a deeper
understanding of their social world, which translates as possessing invaluable descriptive
data of their experiences (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Many researchers may enter a
research field with perceptions, beliefs, or values, which may affect the interpretation of
data and findings. Therefore, “You include triangulation of data sources and analytical
perspectives to increase the accuracy and credibility of findings” (Patton, 2002, p. 93).
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These different techniques, or employing triangulation, allowed me to find common
themes within the findings and strengthen the study (Patton, 2002; Rossman & Rallis,
1998). A variety of methodological techniques illuminated the research questions, by
addressing any inconsistencies which provided me a richer understanding and
opportunity to explore the themes and patterns more in-depth (Patton, 2002). As a result,
I thought of other alternative explanations or perspectives to the research questions
during the data analysis and findings stages of the dissertation process.

Demographic Information Sheet
The demographic information sheet served as a tool to gather information, such as
age, hometown, name of undergraduate institution, discipline, qualifying exam
completion date, graduation or anticipated graduation date, and family history, from the
participants. During the data analysis process, I compared the participants’ demographic
information and explored any possible relationships between their perceptions and
experiences and background. In summary, the demographic information sheet provided
the following description of my participants:
1)

The average age of the participants was 34.

2)

None of the participants were from Massachusetts. Only one was from the
New England area.

3)

Fifty percent of the participants obtained their undergraduate degrees from
a historically Black college or university.

4)

Fifty percent ol the participants were first-generation college students.

5)

All of the participants were first-generation doctoral students
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Individual Interviews
The interviews were open-ended and semi-structured, which allowed the
opportunity to explore more questions within each individual interview. Since I wanted to
create a welcoming and comfortable environment for the participant to share and speak
freely of their experiences, the doctoral students and degree completers selected the
location for the interviews. However, I highly recommended that the location be a quiet
place, with limited traffic, to avoid any potential distractions. Therefore, the interviews
occurred in a meeting room on campus and from their personal homes. Three of the
participants lived outside of Massachusetts. As a result, two participants were
interviewed and audio-recorded by phone whereas the third woman was interviewed at
her home. The first interview served as a formal introduction and addressed a few of the
research questions. The purpose of the first interview was to create a level of trust and
comfort between the participant and myself. Therefore, I allowed the participant to lead
the direction of the individual interviews. The individual interviews were examples of the
interview guide approach. This researcher created questions that allowed the participants
to share their narratives and provided meaning to their experiences. Although I crafted
several initial questions, or subtopics, I provided the participants ample time to guide the
interview, also. The interviews resembled conversations, because of the commonalities
between the participants and researcher. During the interview process, “the participant's
perspective on the phenomenon of interest should unfold as the participant views it and
not as the researcher views it” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, pp. 181-182). Therefore, during
the first interview, I posed the following questions to the participants:
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1) Please elaborate more on your personal, professional and academic
background. Is there anything else you want to share that was not included in
the demographic information sheet?
2) Please tell me how and why you chose to pursue a doctorate at UMass.
3) How does (did) your personal background affect your experiences at UMass?
4) What aspects of your experiences affect your persistence at UMass?
Prior to the second interview, I reviewed the first interview transcripts and notes.
This process provided information and prepared me for the second interview, which
served as a follow-up to the first interview. The purpose of the follow-up interviews was
to provide the participants an opportunity to elaborate and clarify on the first interview
responses. This approach allowed the women to reflect on their responses and graduate
experiences. Since the follow-up interviews relied on the initial responses from the
participants, the second interview questions slightly varied among the Black women. The
following questions are examples of some of the follow-up questions that were asked:
1)

What was the biggest influence that inspired you to pursue a doctorate?

2)

What social identities affected your experiences at UMass?

3)

Describe the internal and external support systems as a doctoral student.

4)

Are there any differences between your undergraduate and doctorate
experiences?

5)

As an African-American female, tell me about your experiences in your
doctorate program.

6)

What is unique about your education experiences?

7)

So do you think your experiences are similar or different from White
students? Why?

Following the second interview, I facilitated a “member checking” session to
review transcripts with each participant. Prior to the “member checking” session, the
participants received copies of their transcripts to review and prepare for the session. This
meeting was very critical, because I shared emergent themes or findings with individual
participants. In addition, the participants clarified any misinterpretations of the
transcriptions and findings. After these sessions, a focus group was formed to serve as the
last form of data collection for this study.

Focus Group Interview
Although data was gathered data from the individual interviews, I formed a focus
group, which consisted of four of the participants. The ultimate goal of a focus group is to
bring participants, with similar characteristics and interests to engage in a dialogue on a
particular subject (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Generally, participants share opinions and
beliefs about a particular issue. Similar to an individual interview, a focus group is an
actual conversation among participants. Therefore, the goal of my focus group was to
address various questions, derived from the individual interviews, on their perceptions
and experiences of the University of Massachusetts Amherst and their respective
departments. This focus group resembled a dialogue among these Black women. As they
listened to each other with genuine care, understanding, and respect, the participants
empowered and validated each other by establishing meaning to their experiences and
support among the group. All of the participants were invited to participate in the focus
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group on February 11, 2006. but previously scheduled engagements hindered all of them
from participating in a focus group. According to Rallis and Rossman (2003), '’Groups
are generally composed of 7 to 10 people (although they can be as small as 4 and as large
as 12)” (p. 192-193). The focus group provided an opportunity for three, Black, female,
doctoral students and one degree completer to share their graduate experiences with each
other in an open environment, located in a room on campus. The questions were semistructured and open-ended. There were a few questions, but they w’ere ‘intended to elicit
views and opinions from the participants” (Creswell, 2003, p. 188). Before the focus
group, the participants received a chart of initial recurrent themes and patterns of the
individual interviews. The women reviewed the chart two weeks prior to the focus group
interview, because I wanted to give the women ample time to reflect on the themes. The
members of the focus group were asked to answer the following questions:
1)

What are your reactions to the themes?

2)

What would you recommend for faculty and administrators to address the
needs of Black, female, doctoral students?

3)

How would they improve the department climate and program?

4)

Any recommendations for changes to the program?

5)

Why did their peers or classmates leave their program? Or, why do you
think doctoral students are leaving their respective programs at UMass?

Following each individual and focus group interviews, I wrote notes, which served as an
ongoing record of my observation comments and reflection of the participants and
environment. Throughout the interview process, I maintained a positive working
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relationship with the participants. This relationship is a direct result of the ability to
establish a rapport and sharing common experiences with the participants.

Peer Reviewer
According to Merriam (2002), ‘'Peer review or peer examination can be
conducted by a colleague either familiar with the research or one new to the topic.. .a
thorough peer examination would involve asking a colleague to scan some of the raw
data and assess whether the findings are plausible based on the data” (p. 26). I chose
someone who was familiar with the topic on the persistence of underrepresented students
at predominantly White institutions, because she was able to serve as an “expert” on the
topic. My peer reviewer, a tenure-track Sociology professor, has taught on the topics of
race and gender for 12 years. In addition, her dissertation topic focused on the persistence
of ethnic minorities at one predominantly White institution. After transcribing all
individual and focus group interviews, the peer reviewer received all transcripts two
weeks prior to our meeting. During the “debrief,” the reviewer shared her insights and
inteipretations on the emerging themes from the transcripts. In addition, she challenged
me, by providing alternative explanations to various questions, during the data analysis
process. Our 3-hour conversation was tape-recorded, which allowed me to reflect on the
discussion at a later time. During the data analysis, peer reviewing is an effective strategy
to ensure validity and reliability (Merriam, 2002).
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Data Analysis
The data for this study included the transcripts of the individual and focus group
interviews. The purpose of data analysis is to establish meaning from the transcripts of
the individual and focus group interviews (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Therefore, I
discovered and compared any emerging, recurring understandings, themes, and patterns
from the participants’ responses and experiences.
During the preliminary data analysis process, the focus group and individual
interview transcripts were labeled with the participant’s name(s), interview location, date
and time. The individual interview transcripts were organized in file folders by
participants' names. Each folder included the student's original and edited transcripts,
consent form, demographic information sheet, contact information sheet, audio-tape, and
interview questions. The focus group interview transcript was placed in a folder labeled
“focus group.” Following each interview, I reflected on the process by writing notes of
my reactions and thoughts of the conversation, which were included in their respective
folders, also.
Qualitative research is very time-consuming, because of the gathering and
interpretation of various forms of data. Therefore, the ongoing analysis method, which
included a continuous reflection and management of the data throughout the study, was
utilized (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). In addition, I incorporated the holistic and
categorizing strategies. Holistic strategies "describe connections among the data in the
ctual context- a place, an event, a person’s experience, a text,” whereas categorizing
* identify similarities and differences among the data, coding and sorting them into
appropriate categories” (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, pp. 273-274). I employed these
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approaches, because they allowed me to describe, compare and contrast the themes and
patterns from each story of their experiences. As a result, codes and categories were
formed from the narratives and responses more in-depth. In addition, the purpose,
interview questions and theoretical frameworks guided me in forming categories and
codes from the data. Following each interview and transcription, I highlighted and
compared common, salient themes or language that emerged from the participants’
responses and reactions. In addition to holistic and categorizing strategies, I utilized the
open coding technique to create codes. Open coding is ’’the naming of categorizing of
phenomena through a close examination of the data” (Merriam, 2002, p. 148).
In generating categories and themes from the codes, I used inductive analysis. The
categories are derived from the interview transcripts. I analyzed each sentence and
paragraph to determine code words. In order to reduce the number, I grouped the codes
into categories. The categories and themes were color coded by highlighters throughout
the transcripts. As categories and themes developed, I wrote and sorted them on cards,
which included the participant's pseudonym, an assigned number, and transcription page
number (e.g. Tia #1, pp. 20-25). By organizing the data in this format, it allowed me to
illuminate the experiences or phenomena of each participant. Although the original data
was organized by name and assigned number, eventually all the interviews were coded
and recoded by categories of cultural meaning, for example, each individual factor and
experiences. Eventually, the organized themes were coupled with the individual’s quotes.
Although a thorough data collection process occurred, this study’s validity and
trustworthiness must be proved.
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This researcher ensured the validity of this study by a) audio taping and note
taking the participants' responses, b) reviewing the transcripts with participants and peer
reviewer, c) including participants' direct quotes, and d) applying their stories to previous
research findings of the persistence of African-American, female, doctoral students.
Similar to previous studies, truth and value play a critical role in validating the study to
the readers.

Trustworthiness
Qualitative studies are judged by two criteria: “First, does the study conform to
standards for acceptable and competent practice? Second, has it been ethically conducted
with sensitivity to the politics of the topic and setting’’ (Rallis & Rossman, 1998, p. 43)?
This study asked the Black, female participants’ worldviews and meaning of their
experiences as doctoral students at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. The true
value of this research was based and measured by several methods: 1) Instead of
obtaining all data at one particular time, the data of this study was gathered over a period
of five months, 2) The transcriptions and findings were shared with the participants and
peer reviewer, and 3) Several forms of data collection were utilized, for example,
individual and focus group interviews. My study was based on the theoretical framework
of Tinto (1987, 1993), Rendon et al. (2000), and P. H. Collins (2000), which strengthened
the study. Throughout the study, I maintained a journal, which included a timeline of all
events and interactions between participants. Researchers, policymakers, faculty, and
administrators may determine the applicability of this study to their respective
environments. Therefore, the dissertation includes an in-depth description of the
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methodology, research site, and findings. This particular method avoids any generalizing
and the reader can determine any similarities between the research site and institution.
Therefore, the reader decides the usefulness of this research study.
As a qualitative researcher and professional, I maintained a code of ethics by
establishing confidentiality, obtaining consent of the participants and building trust with
the Black, female, doctoral students and degree completers. The participants’ names and
identities were not disclosed to the readers, including the peer reviewer. Although sharing
notes with participants’ names were not allowed, participants were informed of direct
quotes within my dissertation. Participants signed and received a copy of the consent
form indicating that they were informed about the purpose of the study and their
willingness to participate in the study. If they had any concerns, the participants were
encouraged to contact the chair of my dissertation committee. In addition, they were
informed that they can withdraw from the study at any time. Before conducting the study,
the Human Subject Review Committee of the University of Massachusetts Amherst
received and accepted the inclusion of human subjects for this research. More
importantly, interviewing requires a level of trust. Therefore, it was crucial for me to
build and maintain trust with the participants throughout this study. Although
trustworthiness was established throughout the study, there are limitations to this
research.

Limitations
The results of this study should be cautiously applied to other persistence studies
of African-American, female, doctoral students for the following reasons.
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•

The research site is one large university.

Although the University of Massachusetts Amherst is a large research institution,
educators and policymakers should not assume that Black, female students at similar or
comparison universities may encounter the same issues. In addition, this institution is
located in a rural area, which may have an affect on the students’ experiences, such as
quality of life. The universities’ demographic composition, such as race and gender, may
have an effect on the students’ experiences and perceptions. Therefore. AfricanAmerican, female students, who attend schools with a large enrollment of students of
color, may perceive their respective institution and experiences differently. The sample
consisted of eight Black, female, students, representing three academic departments.
Therefore, Black women, representing departments, such as the Natural Sciences and
Engineering, may have different experiences from their counterparts. Also, the structure
and culture of the academic program, discipline, and institution may have an effect on the
persistence of Black, female, graduate students at predominantly White campuses.
•

The sample may not represent the experiences and perceptions of all Black,
female, doctoral students.

One cannot assume that this sample of eight, Black women's experiences and
perceptions are similar to other Black, female students at all predominantly White
campuses. There are differences, such as socioeconomic status, sexual orientation,
religion, and geographic locations, among the community of Black women which may
have a positive effect on their experiences and perceptions. Although my findings are
similar to the results of the limited studies of Black, female, graduate students (Ellis,
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2000: Johnson-Bailey, 2004: Turner & Thompson, 1993), one must remember there is
diversity among Black women, in general.
•

First and second year students were excluded in this study.

This sample of women represents degree completers and doctoral students, who have
passed their comprehensive exams. Regardless of the stage in their doctoral program.
Black women may have similar experiences, such as isolation or lack of faculty
mentoring. Nevertheless, the latter stages of the doctoral process, such as the dissertation
proposal phase, may have a greater effect on Black students. Dissimilar to the latter stage,
the early stage, which includes coursework, is conducive in creating a higher, intentional
level of interaction and engagement with the department community, such as socials and
academic opportunities with faculty (Tinto, 1993; Weidman et al., 2001). Therefore,
researchers have concluded that there is limited interaction and engagement between the
doctoral students, who are in the latter stage, and their academic department (Tinto, 1993;
Weidman et al., 2001). During the dissertation stage, the contact with the department is
limited to one person, usually the dissertation committee chair (Lovitts, 2001; Tinto,
1993). As a result, Black women, representing various stages of the doctoral process,
may perceive their experiences differently. Nevertheless, this research may provide a
conceptual framework for the retention of African-American, graduate women at
predominantly White institutions.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
Chapter four describes the empirical findings of this study. The results are derived
from the analysis of data collected through demographic information sheets, individual
and focus group interviews. The chapter is thus organized: 1) description of participants,
2) in-depth analysis of the individual and institutional experiences among the
participants, and 3) relationships among these individual and institutional experiences.
This study directs three questions of inquiry to Black, female, doctoral students
and degree recipients:
1)

How do Black, female, doctoral students perceive the effect of individual
factors on their graduate experiences and persistence at predominantly White
institutions?

2)

How do Black, female, doctoral students perceive the effect of institutional
factors on their graduate experiences and persistence at predominantly White
institutions?

3)

How are graduate experiences affecting the persistence process of Black,
female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions?

Through these questions, the participants shared their graduate students’ experiences with
both me and each other. As a result, I was able to explore the factors that affect the
experiences and persistence of Black, female, doctoral students at one predominantly
White institution.
In preparation for the individual interviews, each participant completed a
demogiaphic information sheet in order to establish the context for the initial interviews.
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Additionally, I sought to determine any possible relationships between demographic
backgrounds and responses. This data collection technique yielded the following
description (Figure 2) participants:

Name

Hometown

Program

Status

Sue
Shonda
Samantha
Nia
Patrice
Sanna
Tia
Hilary

Midwest
Northeast
New England
Southwest
West
Southwest
Northeast
Midwest

Humanities
Humanities
Humanities
Humanities
Social/Behavioral
Education
Education
Education

Student
Student
Completer
Completer
Student
Completer
Completer
Student

Figure 2. Description of participants

The personal background of the respondents affected how they answered some of the
initial and follow-up questions. Since the sample size is small (n=8). I chose not to
elaborate on the women in order to protect the respondents’ identity. Despite this, some
of the responses provide detailed description of each participant's personal background.

Emerging Individual and Institutional Experiences
The data suggest there were several individual and institutional factors which
influenced the persistence of these eight participants. From an analysis of the data that
was collected in response to the research questions, the following themes were identified:
personal characteristics, educational commitment, sources of support, quality of life,
departmental climate, finances, and obstacles. I therefore described each construct indepth from the various perspectives of each participant. In sight of this, included
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participants' excerpts may be necessarily lengthy. This approach brings visibility to these
Black women's experiences. Quite often, the experiences and perceptions of Black
women are invisible within the academy (Alfred, 2001; Blue, 2001; Clark, 2006; A. C.
Collins, 2001); therefore, my goal was to create a space where these women's
experiences and perceptions are brought to the forefront and are no longer silenced or
invisible.

Personal Characteristics
Many of the respondents emphasized the ways in which their personal
characteristics affected their experiences and persistence within their graduate program
and institution. These characteristics include geographic location, culture, social life,
race, gender, intersection of race and gender, first-generation doctoral student status, and
motivation.

Geographic Isolation: We are in the Middle of Nowhere?
Many of these women experienced homesickness, loneliness, and difficulty in
adjusting to a new culture to varying degrees. With the exception of one participant from
New' England, all had moved hundreds of miles away and left their family and friends to
pursue a doctorate. In large part this relocation was due to their respective departments
offering financial assistance and/or their departments’ reputation. Nia, a Southwest native
and degree completer, relocated to New England, because her program was nationally
ranked, while Hilary, a doctoral student from the Midwest, indicated that her current
institution and program were the best fit for her, primarily because of the highly reputable
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researchers located at the institution. Financial support was also a major concern. She
suggested that if she had not received a fellowship, it would have been difficult to leave
her hometown and full-time job to attend her current institution. Both Nia and Hilary
were willing to relocate to a new geographic location, because of the graduate
department’s reputation and financial aid package. Although they did not regret selecting
their institution, these two participants expressed their dissatisfaction with the lack of
friends and family within the vicinity. In some ways, each expressed a sense of emptiness
because of it.
The participants’ tone and statements indicated the degree to which they missed
their network of friends and family. Hilary stated, “So I applied and end up moving
here.... And leaving my friends and family. And coming here.” Although Hilary does not
regret pursuing a degree at her Northeastern institution, she did not comprehend the effect
of familial absence. Hilary continues, “No family here. None! I had to start completely all
over. I wish I had family here so I can visit over the weekends.” As a military child,
Hilary was accustomed to relocating to different places within the country, but this was
different. She states, “Personally I moved around a lot when I was younger so me moving
to a completely different place (laughter) not knowing anybody was not a new experience
for me, but this time I had no family with me.” Similar to Hilary, Nia wished she had
friends and family in the area. Nia states sadly, “So when I moved to New England, I
didn’t know anybody. I didn’t have a single, solitary friend.” Her closest relative lived
approximately five hours from New England. Both Hilary and Nia experienced difficulty
being so far from home; they missed the interactions and close relationships with their
family. Their experiences are an example of the need to establish and maintain close
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familial bonds among African-American families (Kane, 2000). If the participants had
family and friends in the area, these support systems would have been instrumental in
their transition and adjustment to this small. New England town. Since the majority of the
participants were not from New England, they were not accustomed to the rural life of the
area. In comparison to their previous locations, the rural location did not provide
activities or events that were similar to a large and/or diverse geographic location.
Although Hilary7 and Nia would like to have more family close by, Shonda, a
doctoral student from the Northeast, would like to see more social opportunities in her
current location.
In my hometown, there is so much going on.... I mean if you want to hit an open
mic night, you just say, “which one are you going to?” Here, we say we have to
wait for the 15 . It seems strange to me. I wish I was closer to a bigger city.
Shonda was not accustomed to the “quiet” life in New England, because of her previous
experiences as an undergraduate student. Previously, Shonda, an alumna of a historically,
Black college, participated and attended many cultural and social events at her
undergraduate institution. The institution offered a variety of academic, social, and
cultural activities for African-American students. Upon arriving at her current institution,
Shonda was amazed by the lack of cultural events and small percentage of Black people
located in her new location. She wished the institution’s geographic location was more
racially diverse and offered an array of events. Shonda’s difficulty in adjusting to her
particular new area was based on her experiences at a historically, Black institution and
coming from a large, urban city. But not all participants were from large, diverse cities
and so did not express these needs in the same ways. Nia, who is from a small,
predominantly White town and accustomed to a rural area, still experienced a level of
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difficulty in adjusting to New England. She laughs, “So for me, it [hometown] was not
completely different from the New England environment, except for, it was a little bit
more diverse.’'
Nia also obtained her undergraduate degree from a historically. Black university.
Therefore, she interacted with majority Blacks for four years. Until they arrived at their
graduate institution, Shonda and Nia were unaware of how they would miss the cultural
activities and a large, African-American community. Their undergraduate experiences
created expectations for their new school, but Sue experienced difficulty for another
reason. Sue, who is originally from the Midwest and attended a predominantly White,
undergraduate institution, could not adjust to the New England culture. She states, “This
place is crunchy. I have not adjusted to the culture of New England.” Often, when
interviewees used the word, “crunchy” to describe this particular New England town,
they are defining the area as a place, where the hippies wear Birkenstock sandals, eating
healthy, organic food, and loving the outdoors. Prior to moving to New England, Sue
lived in a large city on the West Coast. As a result, she experienced difficulty in adjusting
to New England, because of the cultural differences between the two coasts. Sue states,
“Really in retrospect, I think I was going through culture shock. It was a different coast. I
am in New England. We are not even on the coast. Even though I said, this is crunchy; I
have not adjusted to the culture of New England.” Sue's statement, despite having lived
in New England for three years, is indicative of how long it may take students to adjust to
a new environment. Sanna concurs with Sue about New England being “crunchy.” Sanna
discussed the experience of her candidate interview for her graduate department. She
states,
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At my previous institution, you were in a suit for your candidate interview. So I
am trying to do the same thing to impress the people at [name of institution].
Everybody was dressed down. I felt like such a fish out of water, (laughter) I am
walking around in a suit and high heels. So the woman who ends up being my
chair meets me for lunch and she was wearing a sweatshirt and jeans.
Sanna was not prepared for the casualness or what she calls “crunchiness” of her
prospective graduate department. She assumed and expected the interviewers to dress
“professionally,” because of the culture of her previous highly selective institution.
Regardless of geographic backgrounds, the participants struggled as new, New England
residents, because they were unfamiliar with the culture of the area.

Cultural Incongruence: This Place is Too Cold!
Some of the participants were challenged by the institutional (campus-based) and
environmental (immediate off-campus surroundings) cultures. This challenge is a result
of coming from either a historically Black college/university, moving from a more
racially diverse city or both. As a result, they were not prepared for the rural, “cold”
climate of New England. Shonda definitely was unprepared for the chilly climate of New
England. She states,
When I first left my hometown, I kept thinking well people don’t...I thought my
hometown was not a friendly city, but I grew up there. When people warm up to
you, they really do warm up. When I got here, I was speaking to people and not
hearing them speak back.
Since Shonda attended a historically, Black college in the southern part of the country,
she was accustomed to a warmer hospitality. In the South, many Black Southerners
acknowledge and speak to each other. Shonda, who lived in the South for seven years,
continues, "And really living in the midst of some of the coldest people I have ever met
in my entire life. Shonda was disappointed with the lack of responsiveness and
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engagement from the New England residents. Similar to Shonda, Nia was definitely
unaware of the differences between the Northern and Southern cultures. Nia states,
So I was used to Southern hospitality and all these sorts of things.. .It was really,
really different to a certain degree. I think part of it was adjusting to the cold, to
the different types of people to a degree. People weren't as...I am not saying that
there weren't people who were not hospitable. But I just couldn’t like walk down
the street like I would back at home, back in the South. Just walking and smiling
and be like, “Hi” in a subtle way.
Culturally, many Southerners display a high level of care and concern for each other
(Cobb. 2000). They tend to be more courteous, cordial and hospitable than Northerners
(Cohen, Vandello. Puente. & Rantilla, 1999; Koeniger, 1988). The diversity in behavior
and personality among Southerners and Northerners, made Nia and Shonda realize how
much they missed friendly interactions with other Southerners. The above testimonies are
clear examples of cultural incongruence. Tinto (1993) defines incongruence as “the
mismatch or lack of fit between the needs, interests, and preferences of the individual and
those of the institution” (p. 50). For these particular women, cultural incongruence
occurred, because the New England culture did not meet the preferences or customs of
the participants. The Black women wanted their new environment to resemble the warm
and caring culture of their previous Southern city or historically. Black institution. They
craved for the hospitality and social engagements, which are components of Southern
culture. Therefore, the African-American women were not prepared or ready to encounter
a drastically different culture. This cultural incongruence affected their ability to
successfully transition to New England. In addition to the unfamiliar New England
lifestyle, I think that the women experienced difficulty adjusting to the New England
culture, because of the lack of social opportunities within the area.
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Social Life: Can Sistas Find a Date?
The research site is located in a very rural, predominantly White, college town.
Therefore, there are limited professionals or graduate students of color to date or meet.
Hilary, who is from a large, Midwest city, is accustomed to an abundance of available
Black men. Therefore, having contact with a few Black men was a very new experience
for her.
The Black women I have spoken to are like “girl dating.” It ain't happening. I do
not know if I am having the same experiences as Black men are. First it seems
there aren't many around to even to talk to.
I do not believe she was open to dating non-Black men, because Hilary never mentioned
anything about interracial dating. However, she probably never had to contemplate dating
outside of her race, because of her previous diverse, geographic locations. Dissimilar to
Hilary’s experience, Samantha did not encounter problems with the dating scene. She
states, “I had a boyfriend, and I would go out on dates.” After analyzing these two
contradictions, one could conclude that Samantha may have established these dating
relationships either 1) before she enrolled in the doctorate program, 2) outside of the
university and location, or 3) both. Although Samantha could have dated outside of the
area, Shonda continues to believe that the geographic location does not offer any type of
dating and social opportunities.
Social life is in the toilet, toilet, toilet, toilet. I've never, never thought that I
would be away from any (pause) a substantial group of Black people for this
long.... At home, there were more people to see, more venues, there was just
more to do. But here, oh gosh, it's like everything is just dried up.
Similar to many Black students, Shonda was looking for people who look like and share
similar cultural backgrounds with her (L. D. Williams, 2001). She was accustomed to
interacting with other African-Americans. Her previous daily interactions with Blacks
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could be a direct result of her undergraduate experience at a historically, Black college
and coming from a city with a large, Black population. Sue concurs with Shonda about
the lack of dating options in the area. She states,
Socially, as far as dating, being a Black female here is worst because of how you
are objectified.. .1 think dating here is difficult, even if you are open to dating
outside of your race... I am just tired.
Nia may not have been tired, but she was frustrated of the lack of dating and social
opportunities in the area. She was hoping to have some sort of quality of life as a doctoral
student.
To a certain degree, because I’m thinking oftentimes, you know, you look for a
certain type of livelihood, while you are in grad school, you know, and if you are
a person of color and you come in and you know there aren't that many people of
color, you know, but oftentimes how, you know, I would see, some of the White
graduate students where they could actually meet people and you look at them
and maybe like four semesters later and they are like, “We are engaged.” You
know, I was like, “Wow, you are so fortunate.”
Many of the participants were looking for opportunities to establish romantic or dating
relationships. They became frustrated of the lack of dating prospects and realized that
their White counterparts’ dating experiences differed tremendously. Some of the
participants concluded that the White students did not encounter the lack of dating
options, because of the critical mass of White people, located in the geographic area. In
addition, many graduate students, like Nia, do not want to socialize with the
undergraduate population.
But I think part of the dynamic, you know, my personal life changing, you know,
my institution is a large undergraduate institution. You know, if you are a
graduate student, I have students that I'm teaching, you know, I'm not trying to
bump into my undergraduates. You know, it’s not like they have you know,
different types of social spaces, you know, like the, “Clubs” or whatever. (Nia)
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Since there were limited social opportunities for older and graduate students, many
doctoral students created their own social outlets. They believed these social activities
were necessary, because graduate students are looking for a quality of life, also.
But I mean you know there are so many other things that I got to do like you
know go to, like you find things like go to first Fridays, you know, you are not go
bump into a freshman there, (laughter) And you know people (graduate students)
would have different house parties or have dinner at their house. And I would do
different things so my personal life would not change because I started to have,
you know, like I remember Ladies Night Out. You know, I voluntarily became
more women-centered as well, because somebody needed to cultivate the women,
who are here. (Nia)
Socializing definitely happened more often during the coursework stage of the doctoral
journey, because of the expectations and requirements of the early stage. During the
dissertation or latter phase, the participants shifted their focus to a rigorous writing
schedule and degree completion. The women’s geographic location and limited social
interactions with other Blacks created a level of awareness of their racial identity.

Racial Identity: We are Proud African-Americans, but it’s a Burden!
Although racial identity was always salient among the participants, they were
forced to think more about race in their predominantly White graduate departments. Race
is a social construct that may have emotional and physical repercussions (Blue, 2001).
Often, race is associated and defined by physical characteristics, culture and language
(Adams, 2001). As a result, racial stereotypes, such as Blacks are underachievers, are
formed and created by the dominant race (White) (Obidah, 2001). Racism is executed
throughout various social institutions, secondary and postsecondary educational
institutions alike. It Black students encounter stereotypes and racism in predominantly
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White classrooms or other academic settings, these negative interactions may have an
effect on their identity development (Torres et al., 2003).
Racial identity is developed and learned by many Blacks through their parents and
other members of the Black community (Alfred, 2001). Cross’ (1991) Black Identity
Development Model describes the various stages or journey of racial identity
development among Blacks. Blacks start from a race unconsciousness and end in an
acceptance stage. During the process, Blacks may encounter a positive or negative
incident or situation, which may cause them to evaluate or re-evaluate their racial
identity. There is no particular end to identity development, and therefore this
development process is ongoing and cyclical.
The participants were from various geographic locations across the United States.
Some of them were from very diverse areas, while others grew up in small,
predominantly White environments. Regardless of geographic area, the participants were
cognizant of their racial identity. Some of the women were taught to embrace their
Blackness from their family and friends, while others became aware of their race through
classroom experiences, discussions and other experiences. Despite their differences, their
testimonies reflect similar themes regarding race and racial identity.
Although Sanna obtained her bachelor’s degree from a predominantly White
institution, she became more cognizant of her race as she progressed through her
doctorate program. Sanna, who is from a diverse area, became aware of her identity from
her graduate classes. She states,
When I was in the classroom, I was really aware of myself as a Black person. And
I think that was because, I stalled out with...there were 3 Black folks in the
doctoral cohort that I entered in. And both of them left during my time...People
who I was taking classes with, when I started the program, were mostly White
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women. So when we talked about race-related issues, it was like being in high
school. Being back in 3rd grade. You know, (laughter) Where people would turn
to me.
As an undergraduate and master’s student, Sanna interacted with a critical mass of
Black students on a daily basis. Therefore, she did not have to think about race and how
her racial identity would affect her in the classroom. As a doctoral student, she became
more cognizant and aware of her race, because of the small number of Black students in
her classes. Although Sanna was comfortable talking about race and racial issues, she
became more aware of her Blackness after the early departure of the two Black students.
She realized that by being the only one, Sanna instantly became the expert on race for her
other non-Black classmates. In addition, Sanna recognized her White classmates’
discomfort in discussing race. As doctoral students, Sanna assumed that her classmates
would not act so “juvenile” by staring and waiting for a profound statement from her on
race. Sanna was aware that her White counteiparts did not share these similar racial
experiences. They did not have to carry this “racial burden” in the classrooms, because
they were members of the dominant group or culture. Samantha is thankful that she did
not encounter the “only one” or “expert” syndrome. She explains,
I think what kind of saved me is my program. The professors are people of color.
A lot of students, not all, but quite a few are students of color. It wasn’t that whole
race struggle. I mean it was not that whole lonely only in classes and things like
that. Like being the only lonely in class. I was used to people telling me, “Oh I
never met a black person before”. I mean that wears on you. It really does. It
wears on you after awhile. I realize now how kind of fortunate I was, because I
have a lot of friends who are the lonely, only in their department. I mean with me
I had the privilege of being sick of people of color (laughter).
Samantha, a New' Englander, was accustomed of being around majority White people,
especially in her secondary school. Originally, she enrolled and attended a predominantly
White institution for her undergraduate studies. Samantha became emotionally drained
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from being the only Black in many of her undergraduate classes. Therefore, she
transferred to a historically. Black institution to complete her degree. As a result, she was
accustomed to interacting with African-American students and decided to enroll in a
racially diverse doctorate program. Samantha wanted a nationally ranked and racially
diverse program to avoid any form of alienation and isolation, based on race, in the
classrooms. Like Sanna and Samantha, Nia was aware that Black graduate students at a
predominantly White institution may experience or confront situations based on race. She
felt that the White students did not have to deal with some things, because of the power
and privilege that is associated with their Whiteness. Nia expresses,
I think sometimes, you know, White grad students, in these predominantly White
spaces can soil of navigate their way in a different type of way. I think sometimes
Black grad students are confronted with different things. You know, whether they
have to deal with different things, umm, it becomes a bit more complicated in that
regards.
Both of these women were cognizant of their racial identities before graduate school.
However, Sanna and Nia came to understand that being Black in a predominantly White
area forced them, as Black students, to push their racial identity to the forefront. Their
Blackness became more salient as they entered White spaces on campus. While Sanna
and Nia addressed issues on race within their respective doctorate programs, Nia is the
only participant to encounter sexism from her graduate faculty members.

Gender Identity: It's a Man’s World after All!
As a result of student-faculty interactions, a few of the participants realized how
gender identity and stereotypes transcended into the academy. In studying the
experiences of Black women, it is challenging to separate race and gender (Blue, 2001; L.
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D. Williams, 2001). Often, these two social constructs are studied simultaneously,
because race and gender are both salient among this particular group. Blue (2001), an
African-American, female scholar, states,
Many scholars of color recognize the need to examine the intricate relationship
between race, class, gender, and sexuality, rather then compartmentalizing or
dissecting one issue from another. In other words, they recognize that one’s view
of the world cannot be “de-race”; for that matter, neither can it be un-gendered.
un-classed or desexualized. These are the filters that we use to see our experiences
and none of these filters can be separated from another, nor can we be fully
understood as any particular one with the others, (p. 121)
Throughout the interviews, the participants placed equal importance on both of these
identities, but Nia was able to delineate her experiences based solely on gender. When
Nia was a first-year, doctoral student, she encountered sexism with one of her professors.
She states,
And I remember him (professor) saying, you know, “Oh yeah, but she won't do
well in my class. I know she won’t, blah, blah, blah.” And in that, moment, I
thought, “Yo, you know, he’s trying to reduce me, because of my gender, you
know, and reduced me to the way I dressed or comport myself.... You know
what, I said to myself, not only will I take his class and do well, but I will have
the highest grade in that class.
Although Nia achieved her goal by obtaining the highest grade, she remembers with great
irritation how she had to prove herself to him to gain that level of scholarly respect. She
observed that many of the male students did not have to encounter those types of
obstacles to gain respect in the academy. Nia continued her story by highlighting her
experiences during the dissertation proposal stage. While narrowing her dissertation topic
to the study of Black women. Nia remembered the “backlash” from some female and
male faculty members in her department.
\ ou know, but then even some gender-related stuff, you know, stalled to interfere
with that. You know, when the professor ended up questioning my work and this
and that and blah. blah. blah. You know and so, I don't know sometimes I felt like
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to, you know, in terms of the climate for women, especially if you were doing
some women specific research, you know, it was questionable sometimes. You
know, and you couldn't make that mistake and mention the “f” word, feminist
(laughter) or feminism around some men. not even some women. I remember,
you know, a woman professor herself was questioning why I wanted to take a
Black Feminist Theory class.
Nia's last statement suggests yet another problem in regards to gender. Nia found her
female instructor just as resistant as her male ones. The interaction with the female,
faculty member is an example of internalized sexism, because the professor started to
believe and adopt the philosophy of what is truly considered serious scholarly research in
the academy. According to Woods (2001), “Black women often choose research topics
with relevance to their backgrounds. Often, when people of color pursue research topics
that relate to their personal experiences and background, they are accused of not having
objectivity’’ (p. 113). When Black, young scholars, such as Nia, conduct research that is
focused on the experiences of Black women, they are “challenging research that
contradicts their experiences” (A. C. Collins, 2001, p. 36). As a result, many faculty
members question the value of research on minority-related topics, for example, race,
gender, and sexual orientation, conducted by marginalized groups (Woods, 2001). When
studying male-specific topics, male and female students may have different experiences,
because those particular topics are part of the dominant culture. Towards the end of the
interview, Nia spoke of her frustration with male students and how they are perceived in
the academy.
And so I think, to a certain degree, you know, if you sort of have, you know, a
certain type of interest sometimes, or you don't want to use a certain type of
theoretical framework then sometimes if you are a woman of course, its so easy to
get reduced to that. Not to say that you aren't supported in that endeavor, you
know, but, you know, you just really have to be prepared, you know, sort of to be
able to defend, you know, not the whole department, but maybe certain people,
“Why you are doing that?” (pause). You know and I don't see that having been an
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issue I bet male students writing about a bunch of men, about men, they didn't
have to do the same thing, you know.
Therefore, it is more acceptable to research dominant-related topics, such as men.
Whiteness and heterosexuality. Nia is not alone in this gender battle in academia. Many
female, doctoral students and faculty members encounter the gender stereotypes in the
classroom and questioning the validity of gender-related research topics (Alfred, 2001).
Nia was able to differentiate her experiences between race and gender, but majority Black
women understand how the intersection of race and gender affect their graduate
experiences.

Race-Gender Interaction: Can We get a Little Respect?!
Several respondents felt it was necessary to place extra effort in succeeding in
their respective graduate programs, because of the combination of their race and gender.
According to Clark (2006), “Unfortunately, a high-achieving woman of color must often
work tirelessly to prove she is educated, articulate, and well-spoken” (p. 18). Samantha
states, “I had to work three times as hard or twice as hard. You know when people say
you have to work twice as hard to get the respect.” Tia, a degree completer, agrees with
Samantha, “I have to work extra hard, not necessarily with my advisor, my chairperson,
but in my classes, in my environment.” Many Black women strive to gain the respect
from larger society, because of the negative stereotypes associated with this marginalized
group—Black women (Clark, 2006). These stereotypes include, but are not limited to,
beliefs concerning a lack of intelligence and a general sense that Blacks, AfricanAmerican women in particular, are not prepared to work in the academy (L. D. Williams,
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2001). During the interview, Nia remembers how she encountered negative stereotypes as
early as young adulthood. She states,
I think in that particular juncture, when you see yourself coming up, being you’re
young, you’re Black and you're a woman. Lots of times, you see these stereotypes
and you think there are certain...society has you believe there are certain
limitations and there are certain things you cannot achieve because of that.
Nia did not internalize these stereotypes, primarily because she found role models for
success in the academic achievements of her older sisters. Her sisters, who are medical
professionals, were able to contradict the picture society draws of Black women. Nia.
who befriended several Black, female, doctoral students, was aware of the possible
issues, such as lack of financial support and departmental climate, facing AfricanAmerican, female students in the academy (A. C. Collins, 2001). She states, “I can see
gender and race, being issues at times, especially when I would go over, you know,
across campus, sometimes in departments where they were more so predominantly
White.” After observing these predominantly White environments, Nia was grateful for
her racially diverse classmates and faculty. Based on her observation, she perceived that
some academic departments enrolled Black, female students to fill a quota. Nia, angrily
states, “Oh it is so great to have this token Black and she is a woman too.” Nia was
frustrated and questioned the small percentage of Black, female students in various
graduate programs. She was concern by the lack of critical mass of students of color at
her institution. Too often, a small number of Black students may be detrimental to
underrepresented students in a classroom. Often, when there is only one minority in the
classroom, professors and students look at this person as the representative of the entire
minority group (Zamani, 2004). These classroom experiences and expectations create
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higher levels of stress, anger and frustrations for women of color. Nia elaborated on her
first year experience as a ’‘representative” in the classroom.
You know, when I got to [name of institution], it was a different phenomenon,
when I stepped in the classroom and became this representative. You know' of the
entire race, you know of Black women, of Black people.
Women of color are forced to serve as the experts or representatives of their identity
group (Conway-Jones, 2006). In addition, they may encounter stereotypes associated
with their identities (Clark, 2006). Therefore for some participants locating a professor of
color, female or both was important for the survival and persistence of these respondents.
Being a woman of color, Sanna thought it was a critical to connect with female, faculty
members of color. Many graduate students of color create academic and social safe
spaces “on campus by finding people who look like themselves and establishing a space
that is comfortable and hospitable for them” (Howard-Hamilton, 2004, p. 23). Not only
does a safe space provide protection from the continuous forms of oppression, but these
spaces serve as academic and social support places for women of color (HowardHamilton, 2004). Therefore, Sanna’s advisor, a Latina faculty member, created a
supportive environment for her. She states,
But the person who ended up really supporting me was my chair. She is a Latina.
I think she was able to connect with me, because we were both racial minorities.
So as a woman of color in the academy, here are some of the things you should
do. So we were able to make that connection.
Although Sanna and her advisor did not share the same racial identity, she felt that her
advisor was able to provide emotional, academic, and cultural support to Sanna, because
they were both women of color. Sanna developed a positive working relationship with
her advisor, but struggled with a few White faculty members. This particular challenge
created a level of awareness of her race and gender.
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And then in my work environment, my assistantship, I was very, very conscious
of being a woman. And a woman of color at that. I worked in an office where my
supervisors were three White, male tenured professors. I was a teaching
assistantship and I was supposed to work with them in the development of some
courses. And working with is not really what happened. I developed all these
courses.When it came to get credit (pause) isn't it wonderful how their
experiences were highlighted across the board with little mention of me at all....
And I felt as a woman, as a graduate student, I didn’t have a voice.
Many African-American, female scholars feel silenced in various academic settings, for
example, classroom and departmental meetings (Clark. 2006; L. D. Williams, 2001). In
addition, Black women “struggle to be accepted and respected members of society and
their desire to have a voice that can be heard in a world with many views” (A. C. Collins,
2001, p. 39). Triple jeopardy affected Sanna’s interaction and lack of acknowledgement
or credit for the creation of the courses. Based on her gender and race, she felt silenced
and ignored. In addition, she felt invisible, because of her subordinate status as a graduate
student. According to Lovitts (2001),
In the graduate school context, graduate students hold low-status positions
relative to the faculty who are the socializing agents...Graduate students are
expected to perform as mature, independent scholars in an authoritarian social
structure where they are in a subordinate and dependent position socially,
intellectually, and financially, (p. 34)
Although being a Black woman in a doctoral program was frustrating for these
participants, not having the knowledge on how to successfully navigate the doctoral
process created an additional level of stress.

First-Generation Doctoral Student Status: Help, We Need Guidance!
All eight participants were first-generation doctoral students, and they expressed
both the stress and excitement that accompanied this status. Hilary states, “And so, I
really want to finish. And you know I will be the first in my family to get a doctorate.” At
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times, being a first-generation doctoral student is a struggle, because the student is unable
to receive information and advice about the doctoral process from their relatives (BryantFriedrich, 2006). According to Bryant-Friedrich,
Because many African Americans of my generation are still the first in the family
to attend graduate school, the nuances of the academic world at this level are still
foreign to us, and we have few guides, mentors, or family accounts that can teach
us how to avoid the pits in the road from our own cultural perspective, (p. 8)
As a result, first-generation doctoral students must rely on their faculty, friends and
classmates to learn how to navigate the doctoral journey (Bryant-Friedrich, 2006; J. D.
Jones, 2004).
One of my friends, the first person I met during undergraduate, just finished her
Ph.D.... We were able to share resources with each other. Told me how her
committee was set up. (Hilary)
Unfamiliarity with the process increased the anxiety and stress levels of the participants,
because they had a limited number of friends and relatives who understood doctoral
expectations and requirements. Shonda, a first-generation doctoral student, felt that she
could not discuss her process with family members.
In terms of family background it is really difficult to discuss this process and the
length of this process, when there is no one in your family, who has a Ph.D.... My
mother has a Master's degree, but this Ph.D. process, you know, there is no one in
my family that understands it.
These women want to share and discuss their journey with relatives, but were constantly
aw are that their relatives' lack of knowledge of the doctorate program sometimes made
the discussions frustrating. The participants wanted to share their experiences, but wanted
to receive advice and guidance on the process. Despite the participants’ first-generation
status or inability to obtain academic assistance from their relatives, these women were
motivated to succeed in higher education.
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Motivation to Succeed: We WorTt Quit!
Despite the struggles of being a Black, female, first-generation, doctoral student,
the women continued to remain motivated within their doctoral programs. Often, the
respondents repeated that motivation is one of the individual factors that affected their
persistence within their doctorate programs, and the sources of that motivation varied.
What I mean about motivation, I am one of those people, if I start something I
have to finish. ..Iam so motivated. So, I just find a way to do it. (Hilary)
Once I start something, I am bound to finish it. (Samantha)
I am the kind of person that w hen I put my mind on something that I pretty much
finish. If it is higher education, I want to get the highest level of education. That is
kind of like the motivation. (Tia)
Hilary, Samantha and Tia were motivated, because of their commitment to complete a
task. Once they start a project or task, these women felt the need to finish it. Nia’s
motivation was derived not only from a financial aspect, but also from family. She states,
So I think some of it.... I was motivated for the mere fact I was ready to go and
that scene was sort of getting old. And too, the financial aspect. Grad students are
very poor. You know, I mean you are living below poverty level and I just saw
bills accumulating, you know. I saw myself getting in debt. You know, a lot of
expenses. It was very expensive.
Although Nia was able to receive loans to pay for living expenses, the thought of living
“like a poor graduate student” served as the ultimate motivation factor to obtain the
degree. Another motivational factor was the continuous questioning of degree completion
from loved ones. Since many family members and friends do not understand the Ph.D.
process, they continued to question the participants on the anticipated date of completion
of the degree. Although majority of the loved ones were sincere when asking these
particular questions, many doctoral candidates perceived the ongoing questioning as
provoking, while others used it as a motivational tool. Nia explains,
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Shoot that is another thing that helped me to finish. I would talk to my mother and
mother would say to me, “Well maybe you should try to finish up this year,
whatever, and stuff and then after that try to get a job.’' I was like, “Damn.”
(laughter) And my mother wasn’t losing faith in me. I was hoping it was reverse
psychology, but regardless of what it was, it worked. I was like, “Nah I got to
finish.”
Sanna’s family constant reminder of needing to finish motivated her to complete the
doctorate desree in 2005.
Sol had people who were just as committed to it as I was. And I think they were,
(laughter) I would always get the phone calls from my mom or from my aunt, “So
are we going to graduation this May?” And I would have to go hmmm, maybe.
I’m trying. You know. That constant reminder in the back of your head that you
had to finish. That did not hurt at all. (laughter)
Even though the participants were exhausted from the doctoral process and
questioning from relatives, they knew that leaving before degree completion was not an
option. Regardless of being intrinsically or extrinsically motivated, the participants
possessed a high level of motivation in persisting within their program, because many of
them understood the importance of obtaining an advance degree. For these participants,
they knew that by completing a doctorate program, the women would have access to
various resources, such as financial.

Educational Commitment
Seven of the eight women stressed their commitment to their education and
degree completion. They believed that 1) education is important and 2) education opens
doors to various opportunities. These participants thought that education is important,
because education attainment creates access to different resources and lucrative positions
within their respective lields. In addition, education is important, because it provides
professional and personal opportunities.
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Education is an Important Goal: Our Families Told Us So!
Not only was education important to the individual participants, but also to their
families. Hilary states, “Education is something that is really, really important to me.”
Towards the end of the interview', Hilary repeated the importance of obtaining a degree
and succeeding in school.
“School has always been important to me. It was important to do well in school.”
Since education was important to the participants, they felt motivated to succeed
academically. Hilary stressed, "Of course I am a doctoral student and I am going to do
my best work and I am going to get an A. That is how it was. I just knew I would always
put my best foot forward, when it came to my work.” Since childhood, Hilary' received
positive messages about education from her mother. Many Black parents encourage their
children to achieve a higher socioeconomic status (Kane, 2000). Therefore, many Black
families are cognizant that high academic performance and achievement serve as a
vehicle to upward mobility and economic status (Kane, 2000). As a result, many children,
such as Tia, inherited the importance of education from their parents, because the parents
knew7 that education plays an integral part in attaining a higher socioeconomic status
(Mosley-Howard & Evans, 2000).
My parents always stressed education. And I felt I had a strong foundation...that
led me to believe that it was important for me to get more education.
Sanna, a first-generation college student, received the same message from her relatives,
especially her grandmother. Sanna states.
My grandmother, when I was really little, would talk to me about going to
college. I thought it was really funny, because my grandmother did not graduate
from high school, but she was certain that I was going to college... So, none of my
family had gone to college, before. But there was always this expectation that I
was going to be the one to go.
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The encouragement of Hilary. Tia and Sanna’s relatives is a clear example of how
several African-American families place a high regard on higher education (Obidah.
2001). Oftentimes, an education is important to African-Americans, because it is a
symbol of success. In addition, education is “seen as the key to unlocking wealth,
respectability, and economic development in the Black community after the Civil War
and into the twentieth century'’ (A. C. Collins, 2001, p. 34). Historically, Blacks were
denied access to college (A. C. Collins, 2001). As a result, many of the participants'
parents did not go to college. Because, these parents wanted to instill in their children the
importance of education, they found financial resources to pay for the participants'
college education. Overall, the parents wanted their children to have access to different
resources and have a “better" life. Many African-American families are willing to
sacrifice and find resources for their relatives, because they believe education will benefit
the whole group (Blake & Darling, 2000). Being aware of the financial burden and
sacrifices their parents made, many African-American students feel that they owe and
thus dedicate the degree to their parents (White, 2001). As a result, some of the
participants felt pressure to finish, because they owed it to themselves and their relatives.
During the interview, Hilary reiterated the importance of completing the degree for her
family. She states, “I feel this doctorate is something for my family as well. They
definitely help me and support me." Although education is important to Samantha, she
felt she “owed the degree to her family. Samantha explains, “I am from a middle-class
black family. Yeah, I couldn t go home without finishing it. Plain and simple. So yeah,
just knowing that you owe it to other people." The term “middle-class” is defined as “the
stratum of families for whom breadwinners’ higher education and/or specialized skills
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brings higher income and more security than those of working-class people” (Yeskel &
Leondar-Wright, 1997, p. 238). Similar to Samantha, Sanna. who is from a middle-class
family, felt that she owed the degree to her family. She emphasized that her relatives
significantly sacrificed for her education. As a result, she felt she owed the degree to
family, especially her parents and grandmother. Loving, she states,
And I really felt this pressure to succeed. My grandmother was too good of a
woman for every one of her grandkids to be “failure.” Not that I think of my
cousins as failures, because I don't. I don't want to make it seem like that. But I
imagine she would be very sad to know that all of her grandkids or most of her
grandkids did not finish high school...So I want her to be proud of me. And I
want that for my parents. I want that for my aunts, who are saddened by their own
kids' lives. But know that I am out there. You know. And my mom sacrificed so
much so that I could go to school. She sacrificed her own education.
Tia, a first-generation college student and degree completer, did not see her educational
achievements as an outstanding debt to her parents, but as present for them. She states,
Dad was big on self-knowledge. Mom finished 9 grade.... So for me, in a way, it
was like a gift to my parents. And it is somewhat personal to me, but also I see it
beyond myself. I cannot look at it only as a personal achievement, because I have
something to give.
Some of the women saw degree completion as more than an obligation to their family,
but to their entire race.
I saw it as an obligation not only to my family, but to other people like me who
come from certain backgrounds similar where I have come from. (Tia)
To be a White man with a Ph.D., it is going to help him out. When I got here, I
was like I am here to help the race. (Samantha)
This behavior or belief is a direct result of the community-oriented, collectivism African
tradition (Mosley-Howard & Evans, 2000). Therefore, many Black students pursue a
doctorate not only for themselves, but for their family and entire race. They believe that
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obtaining a doctorate will place them in positions where they can serve as role models for
younger African-Americans (Webb, 2006).
Nia wanted to achieve a doctorate, because she felt it was necessary to become a
role model to the younger Black community. Nia states,
I said I want to go get my Ph.D., so I can come back and teach at my alma mater,
so my students here can have a person who looks like themselves in the
classrooms....So my images of Black folks coming up to school was like, you
know, the Black cooks, you know. In high school, there was a Black, female
janitor, you know, and the way that impacted me as a young Black woman.
Many African-American, female students pursue degrees to give back to their community
by serving as role models and creating access to higher education for other Blacks (A. C.
Collins, 2001). In addition, “the education of Black women began as a story of
empowerment and liberation for the Black community” (A. C. Collins, 2001, p. 37).
Therefore, many of the participants believed that degree attainment would help the
African-American community. This philosophy is based on the notion that Black women
were responsible for the education of Black children (A. C. Collins, 2001). As a result,
many Black women have the desire, dedication and commitment to help and serve as
mentors to younger African-Americans. The participants wanted an education, because
they knew the importance of a degree extend beyond themselves. They believed
education was important, because it created access to resources and opportunities.

Education Provides Opportunities: Wow, the Sky is the Limit!
These women were taught and socialized, by their parents and elders, that
education opens doors and creates access to various opportunities. Hilary states, “I know
that the doctorate does not guarantee me anything. I am hoping that it may open up some
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doors.” While Hilary7 hopes it opens doors, Tia is reaping the rewards of obtaining her
doctorate. Tia explains,
It allows me to be in certain positions. It allows me to be at certain places. It
allows me to have access to adjunct positions...So it provides opportunities. It is
the key. If I did not have that, it would not have allowed me to enter into certain
places.
According to these women, education provides professional opportunities, for example,
research and teaching positions, as well as, personal opportunities, such as being invited
to join highly selective civic organizations, such as The Links, an organization that
addresses the issues and needs of Black women. Education is the “key” to a different
world of opportunities. The women perceived that education creates the opportunity for
upward mobility and career advancement.
Hilary, who obtained a master’s degree, emphasized the need to pursue a
doctorate. She states, “Another thing about that is where I worked before...I kind of felt
like it was made clear that the only way I was going to move up is that I get more
education.” Similar to Hilary, many participants believed that an advanced degree will
qualify them for senior-level administrative or tenure-track faculty positions. Nia has
aspirations to become an academic dean or president at a historically, Black institution.
Therefore, she understood the role of her doctorate in relation to her career goals. She
states,
You know, because so many of those aspirations are contingent upon, you know,
tenure and it is so hard, you know, even think about getting tenure without having
a Ph.D. To have a certain type of presence... Umm, and I think to a certain degree,
as well, is that, there is only so far that I feel that I would be able to go without
having a Ph.D. in the academy.
Sanna understands the relationship between the doctorate and upward mobility, but she
also hopes that a doctorate will provide financial support and security for her family.
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Because it is not just about me.... For me, it was about my whole world. It was
about my parents and my grandparents. It is about my cousins. It is about my
family. It is about my career and how the career I have chosen will allow me to
support my family....How am I going to take care of my parents, when it is time
for me to step up? And the doctorate is going to allow me to do that, in ways that
the Master’s won’t. It is part of the desire to complete. What is it I have to do, in
order to create the best life for my family?
Sanna’s desire to assist her older parents resembles the African cultural belief to provide
care and assistance to elder relatives (Falk, 2004; Mosley-Howard & Evans, 2000). The
common thread of the women’s stories is the relationship between advanced education
and opportunities. The participants realized that without higher education, they would
have limited access to job opportunities and financial resources. Despite the women’s
commitment for higher education, they believed that without a strong support system the
participants may have voluntarily departed from their respective programs before degree
completion.

Sources of Support
All of the women underscored the importance of establishing an internal (within
the institution) and external (outside the institution) support system during the doctoral
process. Their internal support consisted of classmates and faculty, whereas the external
support system included friends, family and church congregation. Church/spirituality,
friends and family play a major role in the social support for African-Americans
(Chatters, Taylor, Lincoln, & Schroepfer, 2002). According to Chatters et al., many
African-Americans’ support networks are comprised of family, friends, and parishioners,
because these three support systems offer various forms and levels of support. They state,
Family members were more likely to provide either total support. Friends, on the other
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hand, were more likely to provide companionship, whereas church members provided
assistance in the form of advice and encouragement" to African-American students (p.
69). Regardless of the type of support system, all of the women concurred that they
created and maintained an informal and formal support group throughout the doctorate
journey.

Peer Support: We are in This Together!
Although competition may exist throughout many graduate programs (Weidman
et al., 2001), several participants were able to form relationships and support systems
with cohort members and classmates. A cohort group consists of graduate students who
matriculate into a program simultaneously (Weidman et al., 2001). These groups ‘‘can
offer social outlets, psychological release, and much needed emotional support”
(Weidman et al., 2001, p. 82). Hilary reminisced about the first year of her program.
There was a doctoral and master student who I really got close with and that is
who I hang out with.. .1 have found a couple of people who are really good friends
who I can talk to, who I can really talk to and help me get through this.
Students, like Hilary, thought it was imperative to form these relationships among cohort
and classmates, especially if a student does not have family in the surrounding area.
Hilary found this support to be particularly helpful because she suffered from acute
homesickness and lacked family nearby. Therefore, Hilary’s cohort served as a surrogate
family throughout her doctorate process. Similar to Hilary, Nia and Sanna enrolled in
program where they were able to find highly, supportive cohort groups.
I was fortunate in terms of when I came in, I had a phenomenal group of cohort, I
came in with. There were five of us. And we were an inseparable unit and so I
think that really helped a lot....And I mean were just, we formed this inseparable
unit of support. I mean we just wouldn't let anybody fall through the cracks. (Nia)
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There is something about the cohort structure of graduate school that I think is
really supportive...I appreciated my cohort for the relationships we were able to
develop with each other and the way that we supported each other through the
process. That was really a beneficial experience. (Sanna)
Hilary. Nia. and Sanna were very appreciative of the cohort model in their
respective programs, because the students provided academic, social, and cultural support
for each other. They reported that the relationships were close-knit, because of the
commonalities of identities within the individual groups. The groups were diverse in
regards to race, gender and geographic location. For example, none of Hilary’s cohort
members were from New England. Therefore, they were able to relate to adjusting and
transitioning to a new environment. In addition, many of the members of the groups were
close in age or had similar work experiences. Some of these doctoral students, however,
have not been able to establish relationships with their cohort members for a variety of
reasons, including a difference of age, race, and gender. Sue, another doctoral student,
did not have a strong support system within her cohort, but attempted to create one
outside of her department.
So in that sense, I met other graduate students from other programs and some of
them were supportive to the extent that they could be, but they were also busy
with teaching and other stuff.
Sue did not feel she could form a support system or friendship with classmates, because
of the significant age difference between herself and her younger classmates. She was 32
years old, whereas her classmates were in their early 20s. Furthermore, she was the only
person of color in her cohort. She, therefore, was unable to relate with her cohort
members, because of her multiple social identities. Social identities include race, gender,
sexual orientation, religion, disability, class, and age (Hardiman & Jackson, 1997).
Instead, she tound other ways and alternatives, such as meeting people outside of the
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academy, to create a support system. Sue's workout partners, at a nearby gym, became
members of her support network. Overall, Black, female students thrived in
environments, such as the cohort structure, where they were not alienated or isolated.
This isolation or alienation may be a result of being the "only one" in the group or
classroom. While admitting graduate students, department chairs must be cognizant of
how social identities and diversity may affect the experiences of some doctoral students.
Nevertheless, some of the participants received support from their classmates and cohort
members, while a few found support and strength from their faculty.

Faculty Support: It's a Love-Hate Relationship!
Some of the doctoral students and degree completers continued to emphasize how
grateful they were to have a supportive advisor. This, however, was not the experience of
all participants. Some of the participants declared that they did not receive advice on the
requirements and expectations of their respective program in a timely manner. Tia, who
had a very supportive advisor during the dissertation stage, wished she received pertinent
information on the program during the beginning stage from her advisor. She states,
I feel like I learned them as I went along. I do not feel like....and they are doing a
better job about that, they now have a much more organized orientation, but at the
time, I felt like I was thrown into the process. There was no handbook about what
your comps should look like. At the end of the whole process, I wanted to create a
handbook so that other students will have an easier time. But again, because there
weren’t many of us who have done it and I felt it was somewhat challenging to
navigate. I kind of fell back on my own ways of doing things and getting
information.
Tia was self-sufficient during this stage, because she had the ability to search and obtain
that necessary information. She knew receiving the information on her comprehensive
exams and other expectations was important, because Tia understood that these were
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requirements for degree completion. She hoped there was a structure in place to acquire
the information during the beginning of the journey. Shonda struggled with finding the
requirements and expectations of her program. She explains,
And when I got here, there was no booklet.So, how we find out the process is
the graduate director of our department would issue letters. And sometimes those
letters, seems to me, are driven by maybe a question, that somebody brings to
him.. .We have the kind of graduate director.. .1 think he is very accessible,
accessible in terms of his him, he'll get right back to you immediately. And if you
sit down with him. he will map it all out for you. He will help you through all of
it. But if you don't seek him out, you have to wait for a memo.. ..But in terms of
how people find out there is nothing put in place that says okay this is the point in
which everybody knows, like this is what you need.
Both Tia and Shonda stressed the importance of receiving detailed information of the
process in a timely manner. They wanted their respective faculty members to create a
handbook, because that would have alleviated some of the stressors regarding the
coursework, comprehensive, and dissertation stages. If Tia and Shonda had known the
expectations and requirements of each stage, their anxiety would have decreased to some
degree. Both instances indicated that faculty was not necessary unsupportive, but there
was a lack of structure in providing the expectations and requirements to their advisees.
In supportive cases, advisors truly cared about the success of their doctoral students.
Samantha spoke very highly of her advisor, who is a White, male professor.
My advisor was very supportive in terms of helping me. Everyday he called me.
We talked every day. In terms of my department, yeah the most helpful person
was my advisor.
Throughout Samantha’s interview, she continued to mention that without her daily
interaction with her advisor, she may not have completed the degree. Dissimilar to the
coursework stage, the dissertation process can be very lonely, because of the limited
contact with faculty, friends, family, and classmates. Therefore, the relationship between
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the advisor and student becomes very crucial towards the latter stage of the doctoral
process. Tia, whose advisor was very challenging, elaborated on the collegial and
supportive relationship with her advisor.
My chair was absolutely awesome....She was always encouraging. She was
always available. When she was available, she spent quality time with me.
Tia found it was necessary to have an advisor, who would challenge her academically
and was willing to be available for questions and feedback. The relationship with her
advisor was so beneficial and supportive, that Tia cried after her defense. Tia was
emotional, because she knew her interactions with her advisor were coming to an end.
Having a good and positive relationship with her advisor was important to Shonda.
Although Shonda wants to write her dissertation from a larger city, she refuses to leave
until degree completion. Originally. Shonda wanted to move to a bigger city, because she
knew that the location would offer more social events and activities. Shonda has not
moved away to work on her dissertation primarily because of the relationship she has
with her advisor. She shares,
He [advisor] is extremely supportive. He is nurturing. Nurturing in ways that I did
not even know that I needed. Just things that have come up with living in New
England. I had some health issues. That I probably wouldn’t have felt comfortable
or wouldn't think I would just share with my advisor. I was able to be very open
with him. And this past year. I had some surgery. So he has been very supportive.
These testimonies are prime examples of how critical the advisor-advisee relationship is
between doctoral students and faculty members; it often is the difference between success
and failure. Effective advisors motivate, encourage, and support their advisees on a
personal level, including, addressing a student’s lack of self-confidence, and academic,
providing research or teaching opportunities, level (Cushinberry, 2006). Unfortunately,
the relationships and interactions between students and faculty were not always positive.
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Sanna expected to have an immediate connection with a Black, female, faculty member
in her department. She realized this expectation was based on shared, common identitiesBlackness and womanhood. During Sanna’s coursework, she became frustrated and
disappointed with the experiences with this particular faculty member. Sanna states,
We have a Black woman who is in the department. I really thought that I was
going to connect with her. because she was a Black woman in the department. I
was like Black woman in the department; we are going to best friends. You know,
there were only two of us when I entered.. .So I just knew that we were going to
be HERS. She was going to look out for us. She was going to take us under her
wings. She was going to have this great mentor relationship with us. (pause) And.
it didn’t work like that for us. Actually, she is the faculty member in my
department, whom I have the least amount of respect for.
When African-American, female, doctoral students at predominantly White
institutions become aware or meet a Black faculty member, especially female, they hope
to establish relationships with these particular faculty members (Berry, 2006). But often,
these students do not meet or interact with Black faculty members, because of the small
percentage of Black faculty within their respective departments. In Fall 2003, the
National Center for Education Statistics (2003-04) reported there were 16,867 and
199,362 full-time. Black and White female faculty members at degree-granting
institutions, respectively. Since many Black students feel alienated in these
predominantly White spaces, they are looking for people who share a racial or cultural
identity (Conway-Jones, 2006). In addition, students, like Sanna. have a high expectation
of Black faculty members to be accessible and serve as mentors (Conway-Jones, 2006).
The expectation is derived from the cultural understanding of uplifting the race by
providing the academic, social, and cultural support to younger. Black scholars.
According to Gaines,
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Popular understanding of uplift, dating from anti-slavery folk religion speaks of a
personal or spiritual and potentially social transcendence of worldly oppression
and misery. Describing a group struggle for freedom and social advancement,
uplift also suggests that African Americans have, with an almost religious fervor,
regarded liberation as key to liberation, (cited in A. C. Collins, 2001, p. 32)
Although many Black students expect support and accessibility from African-American
professors, some of these young scholars are unaware of the additional pressure and
stress of Black faculty at predominantly White institutions. Often, Black students and
White professors assume that African-American professors will assume the responsibility
and advisor/mentor role to all Black students. This unfair expectation, coupled with the
general requirements for faculty, serves as an additional stressor for Black faculty (J. D.
Jones, 2004). Despite the positive or negative relationships with faculty, all the
participants cherished the support system among friends.

Friends Support: in the Company of our Sistas!!
All eight women established a support system among friends, who were from
other institutions, graduate programs, college friends, sororities, or from their
hometowns. It is not surprising that all the women established support networks among
friends, because creating a community of support is common among many Black
Americans (Kane, 2000). The respondents concluded that by having an extensive
network of friends has helped them through the trials and tribulations of their doctoral
programs.
Samantha, a degree completer, had good friends, but more importantly for her,
she had a network of Black women.
So I think definitely one of the things that was most helpful is having a small
community of black women, who I can talk to. I have lots of friends who were
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doing a similar thing in terms of going to law school, graduate school, nursing,
sort of like having that support group.
She continued to elaborate on the relationships with her girlfriends, who she visited quite
often. Samantha was able to visit her girlfriends on a regular basis because of their close
proximity to campus. Many of her friends lived in New England. Therefore, Samantha
truly enjoyed being surrounded by her Black, female friends, from her hometown,
throughout the process. Having a group of Black women as a support system has been
helpful for Shonda, as well.
I am a member of a historically Black sorority, so there is a support system there.
There are some people who are in my chapter that are very supportive. That has
been helpful. And I think what was helpful for me, at this particular time, are that
people are supportive and know how to be supportive.
While diversity exists among Black women, many Black, female, students, like Shonda,
are looking to interact with students, who “look like them, act like them and talk like
thenr' at predominantly White institutions (L. D. Williams, 2001, p. 98). AfricanAmerican women seek out this companionship, because of the similarities of cultural
identities—Black and woman. Sue, while not a member of a historically Black sorority,
was able to immediately establish a support network of women outside of the institution.
Much of my support system came from outside the university....Usually, my
support system came from meeting people outside of the university. I met a lot of
older women who had been in this area for a very long time. They were very
supportive of me.
Although these women have male friends, I noticed their elation when discussing the
bonds they established with other women, particularly Black women. Being Black and
female at predominantly White institutions, the participants felt the need to establish a
network and connection with other Black women. From their perspectives, connections to
other Black women are not only important, but they provide the necessary support to
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survive the emotionally draining doctoral process. In addition to their friends offering
moral and emotional support to the participants, their relatives attempted to provide
support to them throughout their graduate program.

Family Support: Please Understand. This Journey is Not Easy!
Although the family tried to support the participants, all of the women stressed
that their relatives do not understand the arduous process their respective doctoral
programs. Tia knew that her family supported her, but they could not comprehend the
actual process. She explains,
But as far as the inner workings, I would say no. I do not fault them [family] for
that. I do not think it was a misunderstanding. It was just not knowing.
Since many of their relatives, especially parents, did not pursue a doctorate, many of
them were simply unaware of the general doctoral process. Although Nia’s sisters
pursued professional doctorate degrees, her supportive parents did not understand her
doctorate process. She stressed that the Ph.D. journey is different from her sisters’
academic curriculum. Nia believes that the actual dissertation stage and the departmental
politics differentiate her process from professional doctorate programs.
I was the first in my family to go to graduate school to get a Ph.D. So although
my sisters had been in professional programs, you know, it still was different.
You know, and it’s not to say that I mean what they did was not rigorous but it’s
just completely different. I think when you are in a Ph.D. program, you know, it’s
a journey that’s an academic journey but also (sigh) it’s a psychological journey
at times, you know, I mean I think in their programs it was rigorous and this and
that. And they had to take certain boards and this and that, but it wasn't as
subjective, you take the test and if you don’t get the score, you sit down and
retake it. A lot of us in these schools, you have to rely on so much of other people.
You know getting validation from other people. (Nia)
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Shonda concurs that her family does not understand the rigor of her program. As a result,
the relatives may not know how to be helpful or supportive.
So, my mother supports what I do, but she does not know how to be helpful. With
my mother, all she wants to know is, “Are you done?” “Are you close to being
done?” Howt do I explain, well I found another book. I found something else. So I
need to stop writing to take a look at it. And all she knows is write this thing and
get out.
Although Sanna was grateful to have the support from family, they were unaware of the
expectations and structure of a doctorate program as well. Often, family assumes that the
time to degree completion of a doctoral program is four years, similar to the
undergraduate experience, or that completing an entire dissertation can occur overnight.
Sanna states,
When I said, “Oh I cannot do something because of school.” They [parents] were
like, “What are you talking about?” When I explained I was working on a paper
my mom remembers me writing papers in high school or writing papers in my
earlier years in college. I would sit down in front of my computer the night of and
type up five pages and turn it in the next day. So she would ask, “Are you going
to be done in the next couple of hours?” I would say, “You do not understand I
am on page 80 and I got 30 pages more to go.” She would say, “Ohhhh.” During
the process of writing my comprehensive exams and dissertation. I remembered
writing a 20-page paper in one night. I remembered that. But 30 pages for a
dissertation, that is a month. And so my mom would call me the first week of
November, “What chapter are you on?” I would say, “Chapter 4”. Then she would
call me the first of December, and she would ask, “So, are you done?” Not with
Chapter 4 but with the whole thing, (laughter) It has been a month. You know I
just finished Chapter 4.
Therefore, relatives could not fathom the amount of time and self-discipline that is
required for the completion of the dissertation stage. Regardless of their lack of
knowledge of the expectations and requirements of the program, family continued to
display support for them. Hilary states, “My mother is a mentor to me, because she is so
supportive.” Similarly, Samantha spoke highly of her mother's support, “My mom was
the most supportive. While I was doing my work, my mom never questioned me.”
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Although the women established a support system within the family unit, they sought and
found a support system through their church and spiritual activities.

Spirituality and Religious Support: The Value and Power of Our Faith!
Four of the eight women mentioned the importance of finding a support system
through spirituality and church. Since early childhood, many Black women, including
these particular four women, were socialized to participate in various church activities
(Wiggins, 2005). According to Wiggins, “The high regard for the Black Church has been
predicated on its institutional centrality to the cultural, social, familial, and economic
well-being of African-Americans” (p. 15). While many of the participants attended
church services and activities, others found a sense of spirituality outside of a church.
Regardless of religion and spirituality, the women concurred that their faith and belief
provided support during their graduate experiences. Hilary established a network of
friends at her church, while Samantha was very engaged in church activities.
Since I’ve been here, what is really good for me is finding a church and really
working on strengthening my relationship with God. That has been good for me. I
do not think I have prayed as much.... Just sitting in a room of Black folks. Not
everyone knows what is going on with me. But I still feel supported. That keeps
me going. That definitely keeps me going. (Hilary)
In many instances, a “church family” resembles and symbolizes a family network or
relationship (Cushinberry, 2003). Therefore, these participants’ relationship and
involvement with their respective church can best be described as the “family surrogate
model” (Chatters et al., 2002). This model reflects the levels of involvement and
participation in religious activities. Often single people, like Hilary and Samantha, look at
church members as their surrogate family. As a result, Black women, such as Hilary,
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establish kinship type relationships with other parishioners for emotional support
(Chatters et ah, 2002). Religious institutions have provided many African-Americans
emotional assistance and academic encouragement (Blake & Darling, 2000). Although
Hilary, a Christian, created a support system within her church, she heavily relied on
prayer. Hilary prayed often seeking strength from God to help her during the doctoral
process. She believed that prayer provided a sense of peace and calmness as she
encountered academic obstacles. Similar to Hilary, Samantha and Nia believed prayers
helped them during the graduate process.
I was involved in religious stuff. ..Sol mean I had my religious community, like
they would help me in terms of prayers, in terms of grounding me. (Samantha)
Also, my faith. My belief in a Higher power and prayer. I think all of those
different things really helped. (Nia)
As a doctoral student, Shonda re-established her relationship with God, which is
sustaining her through this process.
‘“When I joined the church, it really strengthened my relationship with God”.
The church and prayer play an integral role within Black culture (Kane, 2000).
Historically, spirituality and religion has provided a foundation, guidance and a source of
strength for many African-American families (Kane, 2000). While facing obstacles or
personal problems, spirituality has served as a venue for emotional support (Kane, 2000).
When the participants encountered obstacles and difficulty w'ithin the doctoral program, a
few of them relied on their spiritual beliefs. As a result, spirituality and religious faith
serve as a coping mechanism for many African-Americans (Kane, 2000). Nia believed
that without God, she would not have completed her program.
At times, it got really difficult, you know, I mean but that definitely was
something, I don’t know, you know, if I would have made it through, if I didn’t
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have that sort of faith base, you now, and even going with the sistas to different
Black churches. (Nia)
Although the women’s first priority was degree completion, they realized that having a
quality of life plays a critical role for their success.

Quality of Life
One of the major recurrent themes of the interviews was the lack of quality life,
especially with family and friends. Quality of life is defined “by the degree to which
personal needs were met” among the participants (Blake & Darling, 2000. p. 417). The
participants described their quality of life as creating and maintaining relationships with
family and friends. Many of the women discussed how their quality of life has decreased
by being a doctoral student at their institution. As graduate students, they thought that
contact was limited with friends and family during the dissertation phase of the program.

Diminishing Contact with Family and Friends: Everybody, WeTl See You in a Year!
As students and the degree completers became deeply engaged and engrossed in
writing their dissertations, they had increasingly decreased contact with family and
friends. The women were very sad and upset about the decrease of interaction with their
loved ones, but found it necessary to complete their comprehensive exams, dissertation
proposal, and dissertation. In addition, their loved ones were not always understanding
about the limited contact during stages of the doctorate process.
Samantha, who is from a close-knit family, struggled with her relatives because of
her “absence" from the home.
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They [family] stalled to get upset, because I did not see them that much, because I
had so much work to do. ...They got real upset when I did not visit them that
much. It was like why? It was because I was in the writing process or studying for
my comps. We did not do the stuff we used to do when I was in the beginning of
my program.
Similar to many Black families, Samantha's family did not understand the amount of
time and effort in completing a doctorate, because they were unfamiliar with the doctoral
process (Clark. 2006). Before Tia started the dissertation writing process, she promptly
warned her friends and family about the decrease of quality time with friends and family.
Tia understood the rigor of the writing process. Therefore, she knew that her time
was going to be limited with family and friends, because Tia wanted to remain focus on
completing her doctorate.
But when I was writing my dissertation for that period of time, I told all my
friends that was it. I am going into my hole. I emailed them and said to them I was
not available. Do not come to visit. People in my immediate circle, even with my
housemate, I was not available.... I did not have a social life during the whole
year til I had to complete my rewrite.
In addition to Tia's lack of interaction with friends, she decreased the amount of time
with family.
I feel like preparing for the defense, I did not go home as much...1 went home for
certain times, like Thanksgiving. When I was with my family, I shut everything,
like my academics, out to focus on them.
In order to complete the dissertation and prepare for the final oral defense, Tia and many
doctoral candidates, attending U.S. institutions of higher education, realize the
importance of limiting contact with friends and family during this final stage of the
doctorate process. Clark (2006) states, "Being a Black, female Ph.D. candidate can be
lonesome, and it has isolated me from people I love who do not understand my struggles
and my need for solitude" (p. 21). Dissimilar to Samantha, who is from New England,
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and Tia, who is from the Northeast, Nia and Sanna did not have to worry about limited
time with family during the dissertation stage. Since their hometown is located hundreds
of miles away from their graduate institution, Nia and Sanna did not have the luxury or
opportunity to visit home often. Therefore, they found another way to spend quality time
with family and friends.
Ummm, so my family was, you know, usually I would go home for holidays or
whatever. I just invested in unlimited long distance plan, (laughter) To be able to
keep in touch with family and friends. (Nia)
In the three years that I lived in New England, I went to see my parents every
Christmas. My first two years, I saw my parents every Christmas and my first two
years I drove home in the summers because I had to get my car inspected. I didn't
go home at any time outside of that. And because my central friendships were
everywhere outside of New England, it was phone calls and emails were primarily
ways to stay in contact with my friends. I did not see people much at all. (Sanna)
Although many students decreased their time and interactions with family members, they
still found alternatives to remain in contact with loved ones. There is a level of emotional
support and connection among African-American families (Blake & Darling, 2000).
Therefore, they had a need to maintain these close-knit relationships through phone calls,
emails and a few visits home. The formation of internal and external support systems
helped the participants cope with their respective departmental climates.

Departmental Climate: They Think We are Stupid!
All of the participants discussed the impact of their respective graduate
departments on their doctoral experiences. Lovitts (2001) defines departmental climate as
*4the current pattern of important dimensions of organizational life, including patterns of
interaction and participant behaviors. Departments’ climates shape and are shaped by the
nature and quality of the interactions that take place within them” (p. 102). There were
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aspects of some of the participants’ departments that were described as warm, such as
welcoming and nurturing, whereas others described the climate as chilly, such as the
existence of discrimination.
Hilary commented on how her department was very friendly and collegial. The
students and faculty interacted on an academic and social level. She explained.
So we hung out a lot and that is true about our entire department. Faculty
members having open houses at their homes. Potluck and different things like
that. So faculty encourage interaction between students.... They know that is
really important. We know it is important.... They haven’t been major fights.
There were philosophical struggles regarding certain topics, like anybody else.
But overall, we are a pretty friendly department.... It is very collegial. People tend
to respect each other. Overall, faculty care. It is a very welcoming, because it is
majority us (women). But, there is a lot of white females.
Hilary’s statement indicated that her department is a welcoming and caring department,
because it is comprised of majority women. Women are stereotyped as nurturers and
caregivers, while men are categorized as competitive and strong (Flannery. 2000).
Therefore, Hilary assumed that the critical mass of women and their "stereotyped
characteristics” had an impact on her departmental climate. Although Hilary emphasized
how the gender composition affected her departmental climate, she also concluded that
there was a lack of racial diversity among the female faculty and students. Unlike
Hilary's department, Samantha’s department was comprised of mainly men. Therefore,
Samantha clearly felt that women were ignore and invisible. Samantha states,
Alright, this isn't necessary something that we have a struggle with, but I would
definitely say that there is a lot of gender biases. In terms of women scholars in
our department, they really weren't taken seriously. And I guess there was
something that really got on my nerves while I was there that there was definitely
a difference between how the white students were treated and how black students
were treated. The white students, especially the white male students, were getting
sort of this push. It was sort of like this hierarchy and black women were on the
bottom end of this hierarchy...The problem is that I think a lot of the black
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women in the department feels really shut down, because people do not listen to
us anyway, so what is the point.
Samantha and hooks (2000) share similar philosophies about the status of AfricanAmerican women in American society, hooks states.
As for a group, black women are in an unusual position in this society, for not
only are we collectively at the bottom of the occupational ladder, but our overall
social status is lower than that of any other group. Occupying such a position, we
bear the brunt of sexist, racist, and classist oppression, (p. 16)
Since the academy is a microcosm of the U.S., it was no surprise to hear the participants
discuss the unattractive position of Black women within the enterprise. Furthermore, the
interaction between faculty members and male/female students may reflect and relate to
the gender roles and stereotypes (Hayes, 2000). According to Hayes, “These types of
behavior persist in the current classrooms-for example, calling directly on men students
but not on women, responding more extensively to men’s comments that to women’s,
and interrupting women students more often than men” (p. 30). This behavior may extend
to outside of the classroom setting, for example, men may receive more opportunities for
teaching assistantships, co-present at national conferences and co-author articles for
scholarly journals with faculty; or the unfair treatment of female, faculty applicants
(Hayes, 2000). Samantha angrily states,
There are more men. There aren’t that many women hires.... I have been to some
of the job talks that women have had, there was a noticeable difference between
the reception of women scholars than men. Women got a more cruel reception
than men did. Not fair.
Hayes states, “These biases may be linked to faculty members’ unconscious or conscious
assumptions that men are more talented, more intelligent or more serious students” or
scholars (p. 30). When the behaviors of women, especially Black, do not reflect the
gender stereotypes, they may have to pay the consequences of their actions throughout
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the doctorate process. Samantha reflects on her African-American, female classmate’s
experience. She states,
The black, female doctoral student is one of the most intelligent people 1 have
ever met in my entire life. She failed her comps. I do not mean to be putting her
business out in the streets. She failed her comps. She just happens to be one of the
most vocal and outspoken black women in my department...White men are
privileged in subtle and not so subtle ways.
Many Black women feel invisible and silenced in the academy, because they are not
heard in the classrooms or their experiences are not represented in the curriculum (Clark,
2006). Therefore, when some Black, female scholars make their voices heard, there is a
cost to pay (Webb, 2006). According to Samantha, her classmate’s cost was the
mandatory rewrite or retake of the comprehensive exams. Although sexism exists within
Hilary and Samantha’s department. Samantha noticed a level of racism and how race
affects the interaction between faculty and students. She explains,
White students are really privileged. I mean white students are really privileged in
my department and it really disturbs me....It is like the tendency of faculty
members who will lick them up on one side and down the other.... I mean there is
one student that we had who was SO disrespectful to faculty and he got aw'ay with
it. If he had been a black student, he would have been out of there. He would have
been gone. But because he is a white student and you could really see it in him the
potential for him to be really successful.
Samantha emphasized that the White students received more privilege or treated more
favorably than the Black students by professors. White privilege is defined as the
“concrete benefits of access to resources and social rewards and the power to shape that
norms and values of society with Whites receive, unconsciously or consciously, but
virtue of their skin color in a racist society” (Wijeyesinghe, Griffin, & Love, 1997, p. 97).
She was shocked and amazed of this behavior by the professors, because the faculty is
very racially diverse. There are more professors of color than White within her
department. Therefore, she concluded that the rationale or reasoning of their behavior
&
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towards the Black students is derived from internalized racism. From her perspective, the
faculty of color enforced "the dominant system of beliefs about themselves and members
of their own racial group" (Wijeyesinghe et al., 1997, p. 98). The professors saw the
"potential" or ability in the White student, because the White dominant society assumes
that Blacks do not have the intellect or capability to succeed in the academy, which is an
example of internalized racism. Despite the participants' warm or chilly departmental
climate, they continued to persist within their respective graduate programs. One of the
major factors that affected their persistence and experience is their financial aid packages.

Financial Support: Show Us the Money!
Financial resources played an integral role in the persistence of the eight. Black,
female participants at this predominantly White institution. The sources and types of
funding vary among institutions and graduate departments for doctoral students.
Generally, private and university fellowships, teaching and research assistantships, and
loans are available for doctoral students (Lovitts, 2001). Fellowships and assistantships
are “typically offered to the best students and are often used as a recruiting device” (p.
84). "Best” is determined by the graduate admissions office or graduate department, but
usually fellowships and assistantships are based on academic merit (Lovitts, 2001). The
participants acknowledged that they were enticed by the financial aid packages that were
offered by their respective departments. Hilary explains,
Money has not been too much of a problem. I was blessed in that way. If money
was an issue, that would be kind of hard. I have been able to find a summer job,
my assistantship. I have been a teaching assistant for 2 years. And I teach the
course. Also, being an intern in that office. Now, I am a research assistant in that
office.. .1 got a fellowship in my first year. So, that was kind of hard to turn down.
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If I did not get anything else, I do not know. I do not know if I would have turned
my life upside down to come here.
Hilary’s sentiments, who worked full-time in the Midwest, are an example of how many
doctoral applicants and students are not willing to leave their financial security or
stability to pursue a degree. Although several participants were aware that pursuing a
degree is an investment in their future, the decision to attend their current institution was
partially based on financial resources. Originally Samantha was not interested in
attending any New England institution of higher education, because she wanted an
environment that was more racially diverse. She decided to attend this institution,
because of the funding package. Samantha states, “And the money situation I had
gotten., .they told me that I had full tuition. All my fees would be paid and I would have a
stipend as a research assistant.” She continued to explain that the offer was difficult to
ignore or turn down, because the fellowship was for the entire duration of her doctorate
process. Similar to Samantha. Shonda thought providing funding for graduate students
was important, because it would eliminate the stress and worry of trying to secure
financial resources on a yearly basis. Shonda’s department offers fellowships for their
doctoral students for the first 5 years. Shonda states,
I know we had an internal review, maybe about a year or two years ago and so we
had some scholars come in to do an internal review and I made sure that I showed
up for the student interview, because I wanted to articulate how important it is to
find funding for graduate students. And I remember being at [name of institution]
where I never got any funding. And a lot of students did not get any funding at
[name of institution]. So yeah, the funding piece has been probably the best part
of this particular journey.
Shonda has encountered several obstacles along her doctorate process, but she is
persisting because of her support, especially financial. Although the fellowships and
assistantships may pay full-tuition and other expenses, such as health benefits, some of
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the women needed to apply for a loan to pay for living expenses, for example, rent, food,
and utilities. Shonda explains, “I have like minus $46 in my checking account and I had
to apply for an alternative loan.” Regarding the need for loans, Nia concurs with Shonda.
Nia states,
I don't see myself, you know, having been able to really to make it without
having to take out financial aid loans. Because the stipend is not enough to really
allow you to pay all the bills and take care of all those requisites and materials
that you need and stuff. So I mean, I had, you know, didn't have an
option....Yeah, 1 did take out financial aid loans.
Shonda and Nia applied for a loan to pay for additional expenses, whereas Sue decided to
work full-time and work on her dissertation proposal on a part-time basis. Even though
Sue understood that securing an assistantship is a good benefit for many doctoral students
and applying for loans can provide additional funding, she became frustrated with living
like a “poor graduate student.” Therefore, she sought other sources of funding-finding
full-time employment. She states,
Yeah, I am getting an assistantship, but I am working for $15.00 an hour to take
these classes, and you are using my labor. So I do not think that is right.... I
would have had a TAship, but I found a full-time job at the last minute. I took the
job. No, I cannot work for just $15.00 an hour.
Although graduate departments strongly discourage students seeking full-time
employment before degree completion, doctoral students, such as Sue. sought these types
of opportunities for financial reasons. Despite the available forms of financial resources
and other factors that affected the persistence of the Black women, they continued to
encounter personal obstacles throughout their doctorate journey.
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Personal Obstacles: We are Full-Time Students and Hurdle Jumpers!
Each of the participants, from the study, was forced to overcome personal obstacles on
the road to doctoral completion. Those obstacles include departmental politics, advisoradvisee relationships, family obligations, financial expenses, and medical problems.
Although the enrollment of Black, female graduates has increased over the years, they
continue to face obstacles within the academy (A. C. Collins, 2001). Some of the
obstacles ‘'affecting Black women in the academy include curricular issues, the climate of
the environment, the need for a supportive peer culture, mentorship, role models,
financial support, retention and tenure” (A. C. Collins, 2001, p. 37). Regardless, these
Black, female participants were able to survive and continued to persist within their
respective graduate programs. During the comprehensive exam stage, Hilary was
emotionally frustrated with one of her committee members. Her oral, comprehensive
exam was delayed, because of the interaction with an unsupportive, committee member.
Hilary states,
The person, who was on my committee, did something that was really
unprofessional. There was a section of my comp that she did not like. Okay, I was
like tell me what you want me to do. What she decided to do instead was she
contacted another faculty member who is not my committee and said, “Hey, I
want you to read this. Please give Hilary some feedback.” A week before, I was
suppose to defend, she said, “I feel uncomfortable in signing your form.” .... I
told my chair. My advisor sent a six-paragraph email, addressed to the faculty
members of my committee and also the other person.
The six-paragraph email addressed the inappropriate behavior of Hilary’s committee
member. Although Hilary’s advisor was an advocate, who addressed the issue in a timely
manner. Hilary continued to describe the committee member’s behavior as an obstacle.
The committee member’s inappropriateness and lack of professionalism postponed
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Hilary’s comprehensive examination. Samantha's obstacle also involved a faculty
member, her first advisor. Samantha explains,
My first advisor had a lot on her plate. Instead of saying, “I have a lot on my
plate. Why don’t you switch advisors?’' it got pushed on me, like I was not
working hard enough.... So it is just 20 pages. And I have had my thesis written. I
had not defended. Literally, it took me years. After a while, we would have
conversations and obviously she did not read through and she did not have...the
questions she was asking me was so elementary.. .1 think it is important for you to
mesh with your advisor.... I really think that lengthened my process. That was a
big struggle. Finally, I got away from her.
Samantha terminated the advisor-advisee relationship with her first advisor, because she
realized that the advisor was creating obstacles for her. Since her advisor did not read her
material or provide feedback in a timely manner, Samantha’s process was lengthened by
several years. By selecting another advisor, she had to write another thesis, which caused
an additional delay in her process. Similar to Hilary and Samantha, Tia encountered
obstacles during her doctorate journey, as well. Tia states,
So I had to have reconstructive surgery. I was already on that road of writing. I
had already started writing. Then when I had surgery, I was laid out for a few
months. You know how it is when you are working and spread out. Because of
my immobility, I was not able to do much. I was not able to focus on research,
which slowed me down as well.
Doctoral students may be very focused and motivated to complete their doctorate degree,
but may not realize how life situations can affect their persistence. Tia was extremely
motivated and excelled academically, but did not plan to have a major setback. Once she
overcame this personal obstacle, Tia began to finish her dissertation. However, she was
unaware that she would have to encounter another major obstacle before degree
completion. Since Tia had to replace a dissertation committee member, she approached a
faculty member, from another department, to serve on her committee. Tia explains,
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And so I approached this particular woman and she said ‘'sure.” I met with her
again. I asked her how she wanted to engage in the process, how she wanted to
come into the fold. She said “just give me your final draft.” Pretty much, she was
hands off. She did not want to receive any of the drafts.Prior to that my chair
sent an email to the committee members stating, “I have been working with Tia.
Of course, there would be some rewrites, because there always are. Tia
understands that. I understand that she would do whatever she needs to do. I just
want to get confirmation that you would pass her.” After the outside member got
the final draft, she said to my chair, two days before defense, “I would not be able
to sign this off.”
During the dissertation defense, the outside committee member’s interaction with Tia was
unprofessional, because of the untimely of her critiques and feedback on Tia’s
dissertation. Immediately following Tia’s oral defense, the committee member compiled
several pages of suggested revisions and wanted her to make drastic changes on her
dissertation. Since Tia’s overarching goal was degree completion, she addressed a few of
the outside committee member’s suggestions. As a result, the revision and edit process of
her dissertation was an additional month. The unprofessional and unsupportive behavior
of the committee member was an obstacle for Tia, but eventually she overcame this
hurdle and completed her doctorate.
Samantha, Hilary, and Tia encountered several challenges throughout their
doctorate process. These obstacles prolonged their doctorate journey, but did not deter
them from persisting within their respective graduate programs. The combination of
individual and institutional factors, such as motivation and support systems, affected the
participants’ ability to overcome challenges and persist within their graduate programs.
The Black, female participants decided to attend their respective graduate
programs for various reasons, including but not limit to substantive financial aid
packages. Four of the women have successfully completed their programs, whereas the
remaining four are currently persisting within their programs. None of the doctoral
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students mentioned leaving prematurely from their programs. Therefore, the relationships
among the previously stated factors and variables are positively affecting and/or
influenced their persistence. From the participants' stories, I developed a framework that
describes the experiences of African-American, female, graduate students at
predominantly White institutions. Their testimonies provide an alternative explanation
and new knowledge on the factors that affect the persistence of Black, female, graduate
students. As a result, the following model (Figure 3) reflects these women’s experiences
and persistence at a predominantly White campus, graduate program and geographic
location. This model differs from the traditional frameworks on retention, because it
presents the unadulterated voices and experiences of Black, female, graduate students.
Furthermore, it elaborates on the relationship and connections among the factors and the
potential impact on the persistence and experiences of Black, female students at a
predominantly White campus.
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Self
Racial Identity
Gender Identity
Race-Gender Interaction
Motivation
Education Commitment
First-Generation Doctoral Student

Figure 3. Morris’ model of Black, female, doctoral students’ persistence
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The Relationship between Personal Characteristics and Sources of Support
Black, female, doctoral students matriculate into their graduate programs with
various personal characteristics, including race, gender, culture, race-gender interaction,
motivation, education commitment and first-generation doctoral student status. Their
personal background impacts the kind of support systems needed for their persistence.
For example, if the racial identity and culture are salient among the Black women, they
may deem it necessary to create a support network of other African-American women. As
students at a predominantly White environment, some Black women feel it is critical to
create safe spaces, where they could avoid racism and sexism, solely for themselves.
Although diversity exists among Black women, they share common experiences based on
race and gender. Another example of the dynamics between self and support system is
the relationship between first-generation, doctoral student status and education
commitment. The findings indicated Black women, who are first-generation doctoral
students, are unable to receive guidance or pertinent information on how to navigate the
doctoral process from their family. Often this particular group of students does not have
relatives, who could provide advice on this subject. Therefore, the students must rely on
their faculty members and academic peers to obtain this information. If they are highly
committed to education and motivated to persist, the Black, female students may
establish relationships with faculty and cohort members and heavily rely on their support.
As a result, the African-American, female, doctoral students’ support system is often
comprised of faculty and academic peers than just solely of family members. Although
these women’s personal characteristics impact the forms of support, they pursue these
systems affect African-American, female, doctoral students, as well.
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Relatives, parents in particular, often instill the importance of education
attainment within African-American women. Therefore, women, from an early age, are
cognizant that education is important, because it creates access to financial resources and
professional opportunities. Therefore, the familial support system has an impact on the
students’ commitment and motivation to complete the doctorate. Furthermore, Black,
female students’ religious beliefs and spirituality may play a key role in maintaining their
level of motivation to succeed in the academy, because their spiritual or religious friends
encourage these scholars to achieve academically. While a family may provide financial
support, parishioners can offer personal advice and encouragement to students.
Regardless, the intricate relationships between self and sources of support will influence
Black women's ability to persist within graduate program. Although support systems are
in existence, diverse personal background creates challenges for Black, female, doctoral
students, as well.

The Relationship between Self and Personal Challenges
Many graduate students, especially Black women, will encounter personal
challenges throughout their doctorate process, because of their personal background. For
example, 50% of the participants obtained their undergraduate degree from a historically,
Black institution. Furthermore, many of the women previously lived in a diverse city
before relocating to New England. Therefore, the Black, female participants experienced
cultural incongruence, because the women perceived that their environment did not
reflect the values and customs of a diverse, Southern city or predominantly Black
institution. In addition, they suffered from geographic isolation, because their new
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location did not offer cultural or social opportunities and a critical mass of AfricanAmericans. Race and gender presents another obstacle for Black, female students,
because of the overt and covert racism and sexism within graduate departments.
Although some of the women may face personal challenges, these hurdles will affect
their personal background. For example, Black women, who experience a level of
geographic isolation, may beco.me more aware of their racial identity. These particular
women are more acutely aware of the lack of racial diversity within the student
population, faculty and curriculum. As a result, they are forced to serve as the racial
expert and feeling the "lonely only” status in their respective graduate departments. All of
the above experiences are examples of the positive correlation between self and personal
challenges.

The Dualities of Faculty, Departmental Climate, and Finances
Faculty, departmental climate, and finances may serve as support systems, as well
as create challenges for Black, female students. There are faculty members who may
intentionally or unintentionally place obstacles in the paths of Black, female, doctoral
students, for example, by not providing feedback on dissertation drafts in a timely
manner. Conversely, there are faculty members, who are described as supportive, because
they are accessible to graduate students. Furthermore, the supportive faculty members
motivate, encourage, and empower their advisees. As a result of their behavior, faculty
may be categorized as supportive or challenging. The departmental climate serves as a
source of support and challenge, as well. Warm climates provide opportunities for social
engagement or involvement among students and faculty. Graduate students perceive this
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type of climate as very supportive. Icy climates may display various forms of oppression,
including, racism or sexism. Another example of this type of this unreceptive
environment is the visible in unequal or unfair treatment of African-American, female
graduate students by faculty, students, and administrators. Therefore, the AfricanAmerican students interpret warm climates as supportive, whereas icy departments are
perceived as hostile and challenging. In addition to climate obstacles, while many Black,
graduate students may receive some form of institutional financial support, such as
teaching assistantship or fellowship, they still struggle financially, because institutional
financial resources may not cover living expenses. As a result, some of the Black women
may apply for school loans, or in some cases will seek out full-time employment.
Therefore, finances are sources of support, because it provides funding for Black, female,
graduate students. A limited financial picture is yet another obstacle for these students.
As a result, some students are stressed and concerned about paying various bills, for
example rent and utilities, which affects their ability to persist. Faculty, departmental
climate and limited financial resources affect the students’ ability to persist, because
some of the women are able to overcome the challenges and find support within each of
these factors or experiences.

Relationship between the Context of Support and Challenges and Persistence
Several African-American, female, graduate students are motivated and
committed to higher education and academic success. However, there are students, who
may lack the personality traits, but continue to persist. The students’ support systems,
especially family and dissertation advisors, may strongly encourage the graduate students
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to complete the degree. Lucrative financial aid packages may serve as additional support
for students. So for some Black, female, doctoral students, these types of support may be
just enough for them to continue the doctorate journey. Therefore, regardless of
personality traits, for some doctoral students, to have a supportive departmental climate
or to receive a fellowship will directly affect their persistence.

Relationship between Personal Background and Persistence
Although research has shown that Black, female students need support systems
for their survival within graduate programs or challenges, some students are able to
persist on their own accord. For example, several African-American, female students
have the capability to complete their doctorate, because they are motivated and
committed to finish a task or higher education. Therefore, support systems are not
necessary for the persistence of some Black, female students at predominantly White
institutions. The ability of some to survive without support is a prime example that there
are both similarities and differences among the needs of African-American, female,
doctoral students.
As stated earlier, this framework is derived from the personal testimonies of eight,
Black, female women. Therefore, it may not reflect the experiences of all AfricanAmerican, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions. This framework
is not a '‘one-size fits all” model for all Black, female students. However, this model may
serve as a resource or provide information for academic stakeholders, who are interested
in the persistence of these students.
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Conclusion
The overall purpose of the study was to explore the graduate experiences and
perceptions; and what particular individual and institutional factors affect the persistence
of Black, female, doctoral students at one predominantly White institution. The study
focused on the individual and institutional cultural beliefs and values of students and
graduate programs, respectively. This research study provided an explanation to why
students persist or, conversely, leave before attaining their degree. This qualitative study
may assist policymakers and educators in creating initiatives and programs to increase
retention by focusing on the individual and institutional factors that promote the
persistence of Black, female, graduate students at predominantly White campuses. The
results of this research will extend the limited literature on the persistence of Black,
female, graduate students at predominantly White institutions of higher education.
Graduate programs must re-evaluate and assess the effectiveness of their formal
socialization process, advising, faculty relationships, racial climate, social support, and
funding. Each of these factors is directly tied to a student’s ability to persist. While this is
part of the solution, students may still be unable to persist, because of external factors,
such as family and finances. Therefore, the implications for practice, policy, and future
research on the experiences and persistence of Black, female, doctoral students at
predominantly White campuses will be fully addressed and discussed in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, FURTHER
RESEARCH, AND CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to examine the graduate experiences of eight Black,
female, doctoral students and degree recipients and understand how their experiences
were affected by individual and institutional factors in relation to their persistence at one
predominantly White institution. This exploratory study provided an opportunity for the
Black, female, doctoral students and degree completers to reflect on their academic and
personal experiences. According to Hinton-Johnson (2003), ‘‘Much of the literature
neglects to consider students' personal experiences and reflections on their experiences
while pursuing graduate degrees at predominantly White institutions” (p. 33).
Key sources of influenced that were identified in this study include personal
characteristics, educational commitment, sources of support, quality of life, departmental
climate, finances and personal obstacles. Generally, some graduate students are
challenged and may experience difficulty in adjusting to a doctoral program, because the
graduate culture and socialization process are different from the undergraduate
experiences (Weidman et al., 2001). However, personal characteristics, such as the
interaction of race and gender, created an additional level of stress and served as a
challenge for these African-American, female participants. These however, w^ere not
challenges just limited to racism and sexism in the classroom.
Based on the information I gathered from these Black, female scholars, I find
myself in a position to articulate implications and make recommendations for the
graduate faculty, education policymakers and student affairs professionals, which may
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enhance the experiences and increase the retention of African-American, female,
graduate students at predominantly White institutions.

Discussion
African-American women are not a monolithic, homogeneous group. Diversity,
such as class, religion, and sexual orientation, exists among Black women (P. H. Collins,
2001). Although there were differences among these African-American women, the
participants shared similar graduate experiences, such as interacting with both supportive
and challenging faculty members. Therefore, the following sections address how the
participants responded to each research question. Their answers are supported by the
limited research on the perceptions and factors affecting the experiences and persistence
of Black, female, graduate students at predominantly White institutions.

Research Question 1:
‘4How do Black female students perceive the effect of individual factors on their graduate
experiences and persistence at predominantly White institutions?”
The findings of this study indicate that several of the participants perceived
particular individual factors affected their graduate experiences and persistence within the
graduate programs. Individual factors, such as culture, race, gender, interaction of race
and gender, first-generation doctoral student status, affected their graduate experiences,
whereas personal characteristics, such as motivation and educational commitment, had an
impact on their persistence.
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Previously, many of the participants either attended a historically, Black
institution and/or lived in a racially diverse city. Therefore, they did not expect to
encounter the scarcity of Blacks among their classmates, faculty and the residents of the
New England in which the campus is situated. The dominance of graduate programs by
W hite men further highlighted their isolation. As a result, these Black women did not
have the opportunity to meet many female faculty members, particularly Black ones.
Many of the participants hoped to interact with more female faculty members of color,
because they wanted to establish mentor-protege relationships with these particular
faculty members. The participants thought these types of relationships were critical,
because these academicians could provide advice on how to navigate the doctoral process
as women of color. Lovitts' (2001) concluded that graduate students must develop global
and local maps, a type of cognitive map, in order to be successful in their respective
doctoral programs. Although the participants could access the internet or catalogue to
learn about the formal requirements of the program, they perceived that faculty of color
could create local maps, which would address the implied but unspoken expectations of
the program. While, some White faculty members were able to craft local maps with
Black, female, graduate students, some participants craved this type of interaction from
minority faculty members. Female faculty members of color would potentially be in-tune
with and therefore provide methods by which to overcome challenges, such as racism and
sexism, within graduate programs. As a result of the lack of racial and gender diversity in
various departments, the participants became more conscious and cognizant of both
identities-Black and female. For Black women, it is difficult to separate race and gender
because of the complexities of being a Black woman do not allow these sorts of
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compartmentalization. Therefore. African-American women were not able to differentiate
from the two identities among their experiences. Based on their racial and gender
identities, the women encountered various stereotypes, such as angry Black woman, and
challenges, such as feeling invisible, in both the classroom and in departments. The
participants realized that their graduate experiences were different from men and White
women, because of the intersection of their race and gender. Participants, therefore, found
it necessary to put in extra effort in order to gain respect as scholars within their
classrooms and graduate departments.
All eight women were first-generation doctoral students. Although the women
and their families were proud of this academic achievement, the participants realized this
status affected their graduate experiences. The women received minimal academic advice
or information on how to navigate the doctorate journey from family members. As a
result, many of the participants were naive and unaware of the doctorate requirements,
expectations and socialization process. Even though some of the participants wanted to
discuss the process with relatives, they assumed their loved ones could not comprehend
the challenges of the doctoral process. Therefore, many of the participants shared their
frustrations and concerns with a few of their classmates and friends. In turn, these people
were able to serve as additional sources of support. During parts of the doctoral journey,
the participants were frustrated and faced numerous obstacles. Nevertheless, they
continued to persist because of their high level of motivation and commitment.
The participants were intrinsically and extrinsically motivated throughout their
graduate program. A few participants remained motivated primarily because they did not
want to leave an unfinished project behind. Some of the Black women were motivated
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because they perceived that a doctorate would provide higher salaried positions. Others
were motivated to complete because they did not wTant to continually answer questions,
from friends and family, about anticipated graduation dates. Regardless of the source or
rationale, the participants realized that motivation played a critical role in persistence and
degree completion. In addition to motivation, the commitment to higher education served
as another important individual factor among the participants.
The participants were committed to education, because it opened doors to various
resources and opportunities. Similar to the findings of Hinton-Johnson (2003), the Black
women learned that higher education provided access to higher rank positions, such as
tenured-track faculty and senior-level administrative positions. These women also felt
that their educational achievements would benefit the entire race; they felt they were now
able to serve as solid role models to the younger African-Americans. All of these factors
helped these women remain motivated and committed throughout the doctorate process
despite the difficulty each had adjusting to the institution and surrounding area.
Since four of the eight women obtained their undergraduate degrees from a
historically Black university or college, they expected a certain level of nurturing and
mentoring from Black faculty and administrators (Hinton-Johnson, 2003). In comparison
to predominantly White institutions, historically Black colleges and universities provide a
more supportive environment for African-American students (Davis, 1991; Kimbrough &
Harper, 2006). In addition to the various types of support, these historically Black college
and university alumna were not the "only one” in their predominantly Black,
undergraduate classrooms (Carter, 2003). Therefore, these participants did not feel
racially isolated or alienated at their predominantly Black institutions. When these
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participants enrolled in their doctoral programs, they experienced difficulty in adjusting
to the new environment. The participants were unprepared for the small percentages of
Black faculty and graduate students within their predominantly White departments. As a
result, some of the Black women were forced to serve as both the Black representative
and race expert in their predominantly White graduate classrooms and departments.
Furthermore, many African-Americans believe in establishing a sense of
community among themselves. The African proverb, "It takes a village to raise a child,”
is taken literally by some members of the Black community. Blacks understand the
importance of working collectively to achieve a goal or task (Howard-Hamilton, 2004).
In contrast, graduate programs tend to be very competitive and individualistic in nature
(Weidman et al., 2001). These participants were therefore not prepared for this lonely and
alienating process, especially during the dissertation writing stage. Similar to graduates of
historically Black colleges and universities, some of the participants, who pursued their
undergraduate degree at a predominantly White institution, experienced difficulty in
adjusting to their new surroundings, as well. Some Black women faced challenges,
because they came from large, diverse cities and relocated to a rural, predominantly
White environment. Their previous locations offered a vast array of social and cultural
activities that cities are typically known to provide. Therefore, the participants did not
anticipate the limited access to social and cultural activities in their new environment.
Many of the participants were unaware of the small number (5 %) of African-Americans
residents in their new geographic location (U.S. Census, 2000). In addition, to the limited
activities and interactions with other African-Americans within the area, the Black
Southerners in the group were not expecting a "chilly” climate, which often typifies New
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England residents. They were accustomed to the warm hospitality of their fellow
Southerners. Overall, the participants struggled with the dominant customs of a
predominantly White institution, graduate program and the surrounding New England
area. Even though they experienced difficulty, the participants overcame these challenges
through well-established support systems. Although individual factors affected the
experiences and persistence of these participants, they were cognizant that institutional
variables played an integral role in their experiences and persistence, as well.

Research Question 2:
k4How do Black, female students perceive the effect of institutional factors on their
graduate experiences and persistence?”
Hinton-Johnson (2003), a Black, female, doctoral recipient, concluded that
support networks, academic advisor, university climate, and obstacles affected her
persistence and graduate experiences at a predominantly White institution. These Black,
female participants concurred that institutional factors, such as departmental climate,
sources of support and finances had an impact on the experiences and persistence of these
women.
The departmental climate had an influence on the participants' graduate
experiences and persistence. Some of the Black women described their climate as warm
and welcoming, because the faculty provided social and academic opportunities for the
participants. These women attended monthly social gatherings at their peers’ and/or
faculty members* homes. A few of the participants described their departments as cold
and hostile, because of the treatment of Black women within their programs. Some of the
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women noticed a level of invisibility and silence in the classroom because they were
ignored by a few of the faculty members. Furthermore, some of these participants did not
receive the same opportunities, such as co-authoring journal articles, like their White,
male classmates. Since there was a lack of racial and/or gender diversity among the
graduate students and faculty, many of the participants described the climate as cold or
chilly, as well. In addition to the departmental climate, sources of support and finances
affected the participants’ ability to persist. King and Chepyator-Thomson (1996), found
that one of the major factors that affected the persistence is a support network and the
availability of financial resources.
All of the participants were grateful they were able to establish an internal and/or
external support system throughout their doctorate process. Internal support system
included faculty and classmates, whereas external consisted of friends, family and
members of church congregations. The majority of the participants found a supportive
advisor or faculty member within their graduate program. The advisor or faculty member
established a positive relationship w'ith the participants, because s/he was accessible and
provided constructive feedback on dissertation drafts in a timely manner. In addition, the
participants believed their advisors genuinely cared about their well-being as doctoral
students and as people.
Since many of the departments established a cohort model for new doctoral
students, some of the participants found this approach helpful in transitioning into the
doctoral program. According to the participants, there was a strong sense of community
among the cohort members and classmates. As a result, this community-oriented group
navigated the process as one collective unit. Many participants concluded that the sense
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of community is a direct result of commonalities and similarities among the cohort
members, for example, age, gender, and race. Conversely, some participants struggled
with interacting with their cohort members, because of the differences of age and racial
backgrounds. Therefore, establishing and maintaining an external support system became
very critical to these particular participants. Many of the Black women formed
relationships with friends who truly supported them throughout their journey. These
friends consisted of sorority sisters, exercise partners, and students from other graduate
programs. Having graduate students as friends was helpful, because many of the
participants could not discuss their concerns or frustrations about the departmental
politics or doctorate process with their relatives. Although the relatives wrere supportive,
some family members did not know how to provide emotional and academic support to
the participants. In addition to receiving support from relatives, friends, faculty, and
classmates, some of the Black, female students developed a religious or spiritual support
network, as well. Religious activities and spirituality carried the participants through their
trials and tribulations, with, among other things, interacting with uncooperative or
unprofessional faculty members.
The results of this study identify that supportive influences are critical for Black
women to overcome challenges and continue to succeed. If sources of support are non¬
existent and challenges occur. Black female graduate students may not persist within
their programs. Regardless of the type of support, these women understood the
importance of establishing some type of support system throughout their doctoral
process. Despite the critical role of support systems, institutions must be able to provide
financial resources in order for Black, female graduate students to succeed.
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All eight participants received some form of financial assistance throughout their
doctoral process in the form of fellowships or assistantships. In addition, they applied for
federal loans to cover additional living expenses. Before enrolling in their graduate
programs, many of the participants worked full-time jobs. Therefore, they were not
willing to leave their financial stability without securing some level of financial
assistance from their respective graduate programs.
Although the participants received competitive financial packages and worked
diligently on their academics, they wished to sustain a quality of life difficult to maintain
during graduate school. During the early stages of their graduate journey, these Black
women struggled to maintain a social life and relationships with family and friends. Since
the institution which they attended is located in a rural, predominantly White
environment, there were limited number of graduate students and professionals of color
in the area to date or meet on a regular basis. The participants realized that the White
students did not encounter this problem, because of the overwhelmingly, large percentage
of White graduate students and professionals in the area. Even though they interacted and
socialized with their White counterparts, the Black women longed for an opportunity to
meet individuals from similar racial and cultural backgrounds. This desire exemplifies
how Black women look for counterspaces or safe spaces throughout their doctoral
process. These findings, mirroring the results of Alfred's (2001) study, indicated that
African-American women, at predominantly White institutions, wanted to "identify and
access places or people in the Black community where their objectification as the Other
was minimized" (p. 61). These counterspaces may include. Black civic organizations,
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churches, and access to family. Black women felt they were able to discuss their
otherness, marginality and invisibility within these African-American communities.
As the students progressed within their graduate programs, they had limited time
to interact with their friends and family. After the comprehensive stage, the participants
found it necessary to decrease the number of possible distractions as they embarked into
the dissertation stage. Many doctoral students, including the participants, are aware of the
degree of time, focus and self-discipline required to complete the dissertation (Lovitts,
2001). Since many of their non-doctoral friends and relatives were unaware and
unfamiliar with this aspect of academic culture, they could not understand the rationale
behind the decrease in both the amount and the quality of time participants were able to
give. Therefore, the dissertation stage in many ways negatively affected the relationships
and interactions between participants and their families. The diminished time with family
and friends served as one of the personal obstacles for the participants of this study.
Some graduate students face obstacles, challenges, or ordeals during their
graduate experiences. According to Lovitts (2001), obstacles may include, but are not
limited to, family obligations, health problems, lack of financial resources and problems
with faculty members. The majority of the participants faced personal obstacles during
their doctoral journey. Some of the women encountered a difficult committee member,
whereas others had to overcome medical problems. As a result, there was a delay in the
advancement and progress throughout their graduate programs, because of these
obstacles. Although there were challenges, the women continued to persist and
persevered within their graduate programs. The women survived and overcame these
obstacles, because of their motivation, commitment and strong support system.
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Research Question 3:
“How are graduate experiences affecting the persistence process of Black, female,
doctoral students at predominantly White institutions?”
The above stated research questions focused on the individual and institutional
factors affecting the experiences and persistence of these Black, female participants at
predominantly White institutions. This question examined the relationships between
experience and persistence among the participants. Doctoral experiences may have a
direct effect on the persistence of Black graduate students at predominantly White
institutions. The findings of this study illustrated that the academic experiences do have
such an impact. As evidenced by the testimonies and stories, the four, Black, female
doctoral students in this study, intend to complete their degree within the next two years,
whereas the four other participants have already obtained their doctorates. Faculty
relationships and assistantship opportunities impacted the level of each participant’s
persistence. Therefore, this section will highlight how actual experiences impacted their
persistence within their respective graduate programs.
The majority of the participants asserted that faculty relationships, especially
advisor-advisee relationships, had an influence on their persistence. They were satisfied
with the level of accessibility, encouragement, challenge, and support from the advisors.
The advisors strongly validated the Black, female participants’ intellectual capabilities as
doctoral students. Two of the participants formed advisor-advisee relationships with
female faculty of color within the department. Even though the other participants’
advisors were White men and women, they sought relationships with female faculty of
color in other departments. Therefore, they found these women as invaluable assets and
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resources, because they received insight on the academy from the perspective of a woman
of color. The satisfaction of these experiences with these advisors and female, faculty
members of color affected their persistence because the participants perceived that these
stakeholders were invested in their degree completion.
The graduate departments provided opportunities, such as teaching assistantships,
to encourage student engagement within the academic community. Teaching and research
assistantships created ways for students to connect with faculty and other students.
Teaching and research assistants share office spaces and meet with their respective
faculty member, to discuss academic and research topics, on a regular basis. Although
assistantships provide financial resources to doctoral students, they also serve as a tool
for students to work collaboratively with graduate faculty members. Therefore, these
types of financial support were instrumental in the persistence of the Black, female,
doctoral students at predominantly White institutions. Given the importance of the
relationships of these variables and experiences, I provide implications for policy and
recommendations on how the enterprise and graduate departments can assist Black,
female, doctoral students in being successful academically. In addition, the next section
offers suggestions on how graduate departments can transform the academy to address
the needs and concerns of African-American, female, graduate students.

Implications and Recommendations
The findings of this study demonstrate the voices of African-American, female
doctoral students and degree recipients. The participants described the specific individual
and institutional factors that affect the experiences and persistence of Black, female
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doctoral students at predominantly White institutions. As a result of the study, the
participants created new knowledge for faculty and policymakers who are interested and
invested in the persistence and retention of this group of students. Therefore, as
stakeholders are implementing strategies to retain these students, faculty and
policymakers should incorporate knowledge gained from the testimonies of AfricanAmerican women within their retention plan. In other words, to address the high attrition
rate, needs, and concerns of Black, female students at predominantly White institutions,
graduate departments must explore the actual doctoral experiences of this group. As a
result of the participants' stories, I provide below implications and recommendations to
increase the persistence and enhance the experiences of Black, female, doctoral students
at predominantly White institutions. In general, these implications and recommendations,
from the perspective of the African-American, graduate students and degree completers
reflect the common needs of doctoral students. However, the women highlighted
additional implications for policy and recommendations, which address the concerns of
Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions, solely. Since
graduate departments and disciplines have different expectations, requirements and
academic culture, graduate deans and directors must determine the applicability of these
suggestions to their respective programs.
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Implications
The Pipeline to Graduate Education for African-American Women Needs to be Improved
Although more African-American women are pursuing higher education, they continue to
lag behind \\ hite men and women in attaining graduate degrees, especially doctorates. As
junior high students, Black, female students should be encouraged to seek higher
education from teachers, family and other stakeholders. Secondary education systems
should plant the seed of knowledge where young Black women are challenged and
provided with the resources to excel academically. As undergraduate students, AfricanAmerican women should be motivated by professors and administrators to seek graduate
education, as well. These students should have access and participate in local, regional
and national, academic initiatives and programs, which prepares and empowers
underrepresented students to become young scholars and researchers. These programs
will create a space for graduate faculty who can serve as mentors to assist in the shaping
of cognitive maps for African-American women. Many African-American women are
first-generation undergraduate and doctoral students. According to the findings, Black,
female students are not provided the proper tools and knowledge on how to succeed in
higher education, because their relatives did not attend college themselves. Therefore, it
is imperative that these women participate in pre-graduate or doctoral programs to create
these maps with graduate faculty and administrators. These maps will provide a better
understanding of the graduate experiences and informal/formal requirements. By
widening the pipeline to higher education, there may be an increase of African-American
females in various professions, particularly teaching. Therefore, the U.S. pipeline to
higher education should not end at the bachelor and master's level for Black women.
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Since the number of African-American women seeking advanced degrees may increase,
graduate departments are strongly encouraged to create a more inclusive doctoral process.
Educators need to do a better job of transforming the doctoral socialization process and
culture to include the experiences of Black women.

Researching and Assessing the Retention and Attrition of African-American, Female,
Doctoral Students through Non-traditional, Eurocentric Models
Researchers (e.g., Girves and Wemmerus, 1988; Tinto, 1993) have created
theoretical frameworks to explain the experiences and retention of graduate students.
Although these models have been cited in previous and current research on the retention
of doctoral students, institutional leaders should be cautious in applying this model to
African-American, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions.
These models do not include the interaction of race and gender and the possible
impact on the graduate experiences of Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly
White institutions. Furthermore, these westernized models did not investigate how the
double consciousness of African-American, female scholars may influence their
persistence at predominantly White institutions (Caldwell & Stewart, 2001). According to
Caldwell and Stewart, “the concept of double consciousness and psychic duality reflects
the perception that the collective psyche of peoples of African descent has been
bifurcated, that is, torn between competing cultural dictates as a result of its encounter
with European culture" (p. 225). As Black women are forced or attempt to adopt the
Eurocentric values and alienates from the African culture in order to succeed
academically, "identity distortion" may occur (p. 226). As a result, Black, female,
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doctoral students may experience social isolation, because of the lack of cultural
connections or rituals at their predominantly White institution. In addition, these students
may become angry7 or hostile toward White students and faculty or experience mental
health issues. Therefore, researchers must include the possibility the double
consciousness of African-American, female, doctoral students and how it affects the
persistence of these graduate students. Furthermore, the previous conceptual frameworks
do not take into account of the possibility of cultural incongruence between the AfricanAmerican, female, students and predominantly White, graduate department and
surrounding areas. Although Girves and Wemmerus (1988) and Tinto (1993) studied the
possible impact of student characteristics, such as ethnicity and gender, and persistence
within the graduate program, they did not fully explore the level of racism and sexism
that could academically affect these particular students. More importantly, these
landmark models are based on the voices and perceptions of predominantly White
graduate students. As a result, institutional leaders should not apply these models to study
Black women, because their actual experiences and voices are continually ignored and
silenced.
Tinto's (1993) model of doctoral student persistence describes the three stages of
graduate persistence: transition, candidacy, and dissertation completion. During the first
stage, he postulates that doctoral students “seeks to establish membership in the academic
and social communities of the university” (p. 235). Students will successfully persist if
they establish formal and informal relationships within the academic and social
communities. Although it is important for doctoral students to create these relationships
with faculty members, professors may have to initiate these interactions. Some students
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of color, in particular African-American women, are looking for institutional leaders to
establish these relationships and to validate marginalized students’ experiences at a
predominantly White institution. Many underrepresented students want to feel that
stakeholders are invested in their academic experience and success. Therefore, these
students are looking for academic and social outreach from faculty and administrators. In
addition, as African-American, female students are establishing relationships with faculty
and students within their graduate departments, they are looking to form a community
with other Black individuals, who are members of both the university and external
communities. During this stage, Tinto asserts that “continuation at this stage will mirror
individual goals and commitments, as well as individual perceptions as to the relevance
of institutional programs to these goals’’ (p. 236). African-American women may be
committed to attaining a doctorate degree, but the amount of racism, sexism, or other
forms of oppression may dissuade them from continuing and eventually prematurely
depart from the doctorate program. This behavior is an example of Wing’s (1997)
concept of “spirit-murdering,” which is the accumulation of overt and covert oppression
based on race and gender. Therefore, Tinto’s and Girves and Wemmerus’ (1988)
theoretical frameworks neglect to include the impact of these mental and spirit injuries on
African-American women in the academy.
As Black, female students advance to the candidacy stage, they may continue to
encounter obstacles, including a hostile or chilly environment in the classroom. A cold
climate may be described as the scarcity of Black faculty and students in a classroom. As
a result, African-American, female, doctoral students may not interact or form
relationships with peers and faculty within the environment. If faculty believe that
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interactions within the classroom and department/program pertaining to issues of
academic competence are likely play a central role in student persistence” (Tinto, 1993,
p. 236), then faculty must create a space that is welcoming and appreciative of the
cultural differences of Black women. Although African-American women may pass their
qualifying and comprehensive exams, they may leave their respective graduate
departments for various reasons especially marginalization, oppression, and isolation.
During this second stage, knowledge must be successfully acquired and particular
competencies must be developed by doctoral students. Faculty may judge and assess
doctoral students' ability or readiness to continue their graduate work. If faculty members
judge a student's academic ability by the level of academic and social interaction,
African-American women will continually be misunderstood throughout this stage and
beyond. For many Black women, their academic and social engagement is a direct result
of how they perceive their department.
During the third and final stage, the doctoral student works very closely with a
faculty member, usually the dissertation advisor. According to Tinto (1993), external
commitments, such as family, “may spell the difference between success and failure at
this stage” (p. 237). For many African-Americans, family responsibilities will always
have an impact on Black, female, doctoral students, because of the cultural aspects and
the significant value of the family. Several Blacks are unable to separate themselves from
their familial relationships. Therefore, family may play an integral role throughout all the
stages, not just the last component of the doctorate program. Even though implications
for policy address the retention of Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly
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White institutions on a global level, the following are recommendations for graduate
programs.

Recommendations
As education policymakers continue to address the lack of African-American
women pursuing advanced degrees and the misuse of traditional retention models in
describing the experiences of these students at predominantly White institutions, graduate
faculty and student affairs professionals are strongly encouraged to develop strategies in
addressing the low retention and persistence rate of African-American, female doctoral
students at their respective campuses. Drawing from the current study, graduate faculty
and student affairs professionals should consider the following recommendations when
creating an environment where Black, female, graduate students are empowered to persist
and persevere within their doctorate programs.

Transform the Doctoral Socialization Process and Culture to Include the Experiences of
Black Women
New doctoral students are required to learn the behavioral nuances, norms, and
standards of a discipline or professional field within their graduate program. Faculty and
academic peers have an influence on the socialization of novice doctoral students,
because of the level of academic and social engagement among these groups. As they
advance in the doctoral program, students acquire the knowledge and skills to be
successful in their respective professions. Graduate departments may offer an array of
formal and informal socialization processes. However, as institutions of higher education
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transform the socialization process of African-American, female students, they should
incorporate a collective socialization model for new students. This framework refers ‘"to
the common set of experiences encountered by all graduate students in an academic
program*' (Weidman et al.. 2001. p. 7). A prime example of this framework is the cohort
model. The cohort model will allow African-American, female, doctoral students and
their peers to experience coursework and qualifying exams as a collective group.
However, although the cohort or collective socialization model may be appropriate for
doctoral students, it does not excuse faculty from creating an inclusive environment for
African-American, female students. In other words, graduate faculty should not treat the
cohort members as a homogeneous group. They must continue to acknowledge the
cultural differences among the cohort members. Many faculty members expect AfricanAmerican, female, graduate students to conform to the departmental culture. This
expectation and requirement is problematic, because the Eurocentric culture silences and
creates a level of invisibility among Black women. Therefore, graduate departments must
address how they can transform from a monocultural to multicultural environment, where
African-American, female, doctoral students feel validated and acknowledged. Besides
the cohort model, all graduate departments may collectively create listserves, chat rooms,
newsletters, and socials to establish a sense of community among African-American,
female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions. As a result, these Black
students may not feel as isolated during the doctoral process, because they feel a sense of
community. The participants concurred that the dissertation stage is a very lonely and
alienating process. Therefore, institutions should develop a campus-wide dissertation
writing seminar or group for African-American, female, doctoral students. Regardless of
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these informal and formal socialization processes, retention studies have indicated that
Black women are not given the same socialization opportunities as their White
counterparts, especially men. As a result, some African-American, female graduates may
struggle within the profession, because they may not possess that ‘'extra edge” in the job
market as their White peers. Therefore, graduate programs must modify their
socialization process to include the professionalizing of African-American, female,
graduate students. Graduate departments must offer research and teaching assistantship
opportunities to Black, female, graduate students, because these particular resources will
allow students to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills for the field. Additionally,
African-American, female students should receive more funding for academic and
professional opportunities, such as attending national and regional conferences. More
importantly, graduate faculty should collaborate with their students on co-authoring
articles and co-presenting at conferences. Even though graduate faculty members should
address their White male-dominated socialization process, they must continually evaluate
and assess their retention efforts of Black, female, doctoral students.

Organize a Comprehensive Orientation Program
Many student affairs and academic departments collaboratively offer orientation
programs for their undergraduate students. The overall purpose of orientation programs is
to assist the adjustment and transition of undergraduate students to college (GansemerTopf et al., 2006). Since many doctoral students experience a level of difficulty in
transitioning into graduate life, they can benefit from participating in a similar program.
Graduate departments should replicate aspects of an undergraduate orientation by
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offering information on the requirements and expectations of the doctoral program,
institutional-wide support systems, resources, and surrounding community. Besides
learning about the culture of graduate school, this event will give new graduate students
an opportunity to meet advanced doctoral students and faculty within the department. In
addition, all graduate departments should collectively provide information on the various
social, academic and cultural support networks available to Black, female doctoral
students.
Graduate departments should allot time to sponsor a campus-wide, one-day
orientation program to address the needs and concerns of African-American, graduate
students. More importantly, this particular program will provide an opportunity for new
Black graduate students to meet and interact with advanced students and faculty of color.
Advanced students can offer information on various support networks, for example,
Black Graduate Student Organization, Multicultural, and Women’s Services. In addition,
this program will educate new, Black graduate students on off-campus social outlets or
opportunities for underrepresented students. If majority of the African-American, female,
students are from various geographic locations; this type of orientation program can
potentially ease the geographic adjustment and isolation of these students. Although
graduate departments should provide an orientation program for graduate students and
specifically an event for underrepresented students, student affairs and academic
departments must provide information sessions to address the academic, social and
emotional needs of graduate students, particularly Black women.
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Provide Monthly Information Sessions
While orientation programs are important and serve their place, faculty should
provide monthly meetings for African-American, female, doctoral students as well. The
participants indicated the lack of information and communication on academic issues
between faculty and graduate students. The women were forced to uncover the informal
and formal requirements and expectations on their own accord. Therefore, these meetings
can provide information on various topics, such as, funding resources, professional
opportunities, and academic requirements. These monthly interactions may establish a
sense of community and maintain a level of social and academic engagement among the
Black, female students and faculty. These types of involvement are critical, because the
doctoral journey can be academically challenging and socially isolating process for many
African-American, female, graduate students. Furthermore, faculty can continually advise
these students on how to navigate the doctorate process.

Establish Institutional Sources of Support
According to the results of the study, sources of support have a positive effect on
the persistence of Black, female, graduate students. Sources of support may be in the
form of family and friends. Institutions of higher education are unable to address or
establish external support systems. However, graduate departments can provide internal
sources of support, such as institutional funding, faculty and academic peers. Doctoral
students stressed the importance of receiving a competitive, lucrative financial package
for enrollment and persistence. Graduate faculty should proactively encourage and
support African-American, female, doctoral students to apply for federal funds, such as
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National Science and Ford Foundations. Graduate departments should create and
implement more funding opportunities for their students, because assistantships and
fellowships may alleviate some of the stress among doctoral students and allow them to
focus on their academics. While pursuing undergraduate degrees, graduate students may
incur a large amount of loan debt. Therefore, graduate departments should try to decrease
the loan options and increase the non-debt financial resources, including fellowships and
assistantships. Institutions of higher education should develop campus-wide fellowship
programs for African-American women. Besides the funding component, these programs
will bring all the recipients, representing various departments, together for community
building. Assistantships will allow doctoral students to interact with faculty and other
graduate students. As teaching and research assistants, professional, social, and academic
relationships are formed from sharing office spaces, working on numerous projects, and
co-teaching various classes. These relationships play a critical role in the socialization of
doctoral students, as well. While assistantships can create student-faculty interactions and
relationships, graduate departments must hire faculty who are willing to provide
psychosocial and academic support to doctoral students.
Graduate faculty and administrators could offer psychosocial support to AfricanAmerican women by providing information about campus and off-campus resources to
these students. In order for graduate faculty to successfully work with Black women, they
may have to gain a better understanding of the challenges and experiences of these
women through various diversity and multiculturalism seminars. According to the
findings, graduate students are looking for faculty members who provide feedback on
academic work and guidance throughout the process in a timely manner. Furthermore,
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students desire faculty members, who are nurturing and academically challenging. Even
though graduate students need support from faculty, graduate departments must create an
organization or support system, which is comprised of solely graduate students. This type
of network will provide peer support for doctoral students as they advance throughout the
doctorate process. Novice students can receive information on the doctoral requirements,
whereas advanced students can offer peer support during the lonely and isolated
dissertation process. Although Black women are interested in conferring with their peers
on academic issues, the results of this study highlighted the importance of creating safe
spaces for African-American women. Therefore, institutions of higher education,
especially graduate departments, should create a physical space, such as a Multicultural
Affairs Office, Women’s Center with an emphasis on the needs of African-American
women, and organization for Black, female graduate students. These physical spaces and
organizations will allow Black women to support each other and be in a space where their
graduate experiences are acknowledged and validated. Furthermore, these spaces and
organizations may serve as a form of empowerment for Black women to provide comfort
and address various forms of oppression in a supportive environment. African-American,
female, doctoral students need these counterspaces, because majority of the graduate
departments do not create a welcoming and accepting environment of all differences.

Create a More Welcoming, Inclusive Departmental Climate
One of the recurrent themes of the study was the need to provide a more
welcoming, inclusive departmental climate for African-American, female, graduate
students. Graduate departments must provide an environment that respects all cultures
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and social identities, because research has shown that climate has an impact on the
experiences and persistence of marginalized, underrepresented graduate students. As
giaduate departments focus on pluralism, they must address various components of an
academic climate. Many African-American, doctoral students describe their graduate
departments as very competitive, independent-oriented and individualistic. This academic
culture is counterproductive for some Black students, because they are communityoriented and collegial. As a result, a level of cultural incongruence may exist between the
student and climate, which may affect the students level of involvement in a graduate
department. If institutions of higher education are interested in the retention of AfricanAmerican, female students, graduate departments cannot ignore or neglect these students’
cultural needs. Researchers assert that African-American students must integrate within a
predominantly White, graduate school to be successful. For students of color to integrate
in a graduate department, they must neglect or devalue their cultural backgrounds.
Institutions of higher education should require underrepresented students to ignore their
cultural values and norms. Instead, students of color should become bicultural, because as
they continue to celebrate and acknowledge their cultural background, they learn the
culture of their department and discipline.
Simultaneously, graduate departments should transform from a monocultural
framework to a multicultural framework by addressing the various learning styles of all
students and valuing and acknowledging the cultures and experiences of Black, female,
doctoral students. Another strategy in creating a warm environment for AfricanAmerican students is the diversification of the graduate curriculum. Many of the women
stressed the exclusion of research by underrepresented scholars, especially Black
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academicians. Therefore, institutions should strive to change the curriculum to reflect
diverse perspectives and scholarships. This new, inclusive curriculum will benefit and
validate many Black graduate students and provide a multicultural education for White
students, as well. In addition to the curriculum, many of the research and dissertation
topics were definitely focused on the dominant culture—White and male. Therefore,
when Black, female scholars indicate an interest in topics that deviated from the norm,
they did not receive a high level of support from many White and/or Black faculty
members. Instead, faculty members questioned the validity and objectivity of the Black,
female doctoral students' research. As graduate departments diversify the curriculum and
accept varying research topics, they should recruit and retain a more diverse faculty and
student population. In addition to the curriculum and research topics, the participants
wanted to belong to a critical mass of students and faculty of color within their respective
departments. If graduate departments increase the number of African-American, female
doctoral students, these students would not be placed in situations where they are forced
to serve as the expert or representative of all students of color in the classroom.
Furthermore, an increase of Black, female students would alleviate or eliminate the
feeling of ‘‘being the lonely only," which serves as an additional stressor in the classroom
and graduate department.
Although graduate departments should increase the number of Black, female
students, they should concentrate on recruiting and retaining more African-American,
female faculty members, as well. Black, female faculty members may serve as potential
mentors, role models, and provide academic, social, and cultural support to AfricanAmerican, graduate students. Even though the ultimate goal is to recruit more Black,
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faculty members in the academy, graduate departments should hire White faculty, who
are more culturally sensitive and aware of issues facing Black students, as well. When
giaduate departments increase the diversity among the students and faculty members,
they avoid the racial and gender isolation of African-American, female students. As
graduate departments diversify their institutional culture to acknowledge and welcome a
multicultural, graduate student population, they must change their doctoral socialization
process, as well. Although creating a more welcoming and accepting environment has an
effect on the persistence of African-American, female, graduate students, mentoring
plays an integral role in the experiences and retention of these women as well.

Provide Mentoring Relationship Opportunities
One of the major themes of this study was the lack of mentoring with faculty
members. Since all of the participants were first-generation doctoral students, mentoring
would have provided knowledge and cognitive maps of the doctorate process. Mentors
can assist the students, especially African-Americans, in navigating the doctorate
program and negotiating any challenges. In general, African-American, female doctoral
students experience difficulty in transitioning and adjusting to the dominant culture of
many graduate programs, resulting in cultural, academic, and social isolation. As a result,
these students may experience problems in establishing relationships with faculty and
peers. According to current research, faculty relationships, especially mentoring, are
critical in the persistence of all doctoral students, Black students in particular. Successful
mentors can provide cultural, professional, personal, and academic support to Black
students. Furthermore, mentors can inform the implicit rules, requirements, and
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expectations of graduate school and the profession to proteges (Milner, 2004). Given the
importance of mentoring, graduate departments should employ a variety of informal and
formal strategies to mentor African-American, female, graduate students.
First, graduate departments should implement peer mentoring programs between
advanced and new African-American, female, doctoral students. Due to the scarcity of
Black, female, graduate students in individual graduate departments, this program should
be a campus-wide endeavor. Although each department has different norms, values and
requirements, the graduate experiences of African-American female students are similar.
These commonalities are based on the intersection of race and gender. Addition to peer
relationships. Black, female graduate students should be paired with faculty members for
mentoring, as well. Research has shown that many African-American, female students
seek same-race and gender faculty members to serve as mentors, because Black, female
faculty members can provide guidance on how to overcome racism and sexism.
Furthermore, African-American, female faculty members can offer advice on “how to
maintain professionalism, dress properly, successfully navigate political environments,
reject negative stereotypes that have been traditionally used to characterize AfricanAmerican women” (Patton & Harper, 2003, p. 71). Even though many Black, female
students prefer an African-American, female mentor, it may be challenging to achieve
that particular goal. Similar to the small percentage of African-American, female,
doctoral students at predominantly White campuses, the number of African-American,
female faculty members is almost non-existent. Therefore, graduate departments should
encourage students to find faculty members, who are aware, sensitive and competent in
addressing the cultural needs of African-American, female, doctoral students.
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Although the above formal strategies may play a crucial role in the persistence of
Black, female students, the appropriate stakeholders must periodically assess and
evaluate the effectiveness of the programs. These formal mentoring relationships are
helpful, but they are very hierarchical in nature. The more experienced person, such as
the advanced student and faculty member, serves as a guide to the novice student. These
strategies are critical, but mentoring relationships should be community-oriented and
cyclical, as well. Therefore, informal, mutual mentoring can be in the form of a “sister
circle,” where Black, female professors and graduate students meet on a regular basis to
provide encouragement, social, and emotional support to each other. This particular
method will create a sense of community, but, more importantly, establish connections
and networks. Despite the academic role, such as student or faculty member, at a
predominantly White campus, Black women experience marginalization and oppression
based on race and gender in the academy. This “sister circle" or community could serve
as a counterspace for all participants. Regardless of the institutionalized or informal
programs, mentors are a source of support for African-American, female, doctoral
students at predominantly White institutions. Faculty and peer relationships, coupled with
other individual and institutional variables, have an impact on the experiences and
persistence of Black, female, graduate students at predominantly White institutions.
Although the results of this study may be useful to graduate educators, I recommend
further research on this subject matter.
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Fu it her Research
Despite the importance of the retention of African-American, female, doctoral
students at predominantly White institutions, there is limited research on this topic.
Therefore, researchers and education policymakers should continue to explore the
relationship between factors and the persistence of this particular group of students. The
findings of this study mirror the limited literature on the experiences and persistence of
Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly White campuses. However, there are a
few suiprises that warrant further investigation on this topic. Mentoring plays a critical
role in the persistence of doctoral students, especially African-Americans. According to
the participants’ testimonies, the women did not have access or form relationships with
potential mentors. Therefore, further research should study the direct relationship
between mentoring and persistence among African-American, female, doctoral students.
In addition, researchers could explore the rationale behind the lack of mentoring among
Black, female, graduate students. Along with mentoring, none of the participants mention
any form of institutional support groups for African-American, female, graduate students.
Therefore, further research could investigate the graduate experiences and persistence of
women, who participate in these types of support groups. The research site, a large state
institution, typically attracts and matriculates a large number of students from New
England. However, only one out of eight participants was from New England. Therefore,
institution leaders should explore the impact of geographic adjustment and persistence
among Black, female, students, representing various locations, at predominantly White
campuses.
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Future research should continue to examine the experiences and persistence of
Black, female, doctoral students and non-completers in individual disciplines, for
example, Humanities, Natural Sciences, and Education. Furthermore, institutions of
higher education should investigate the reasons for early student departure from graduate
programs, from the perspective of African-American, female, doctoral students and noncompleters. This approach will provide an opportunity for scholars and student affairs
professionals to address the attrition of Black, female, graduate students at their
respective campuses. In addition, scholars should conduct a multi-institutional study,
based on the model developed in this study, on the persistence of African-American,
female graduate students. Researchers can compare the experiences and persistence of
Black, female students at urban, rural, Southern, and Northern predominantly White
institutions. Geographic location and culture may have an impact on the experiences of
African-American women at these institutions.
Educators may solely examine the differences and similarities of graduate
students' experiences, who are undergraduate alumna from historically, Black colleges
and predominantly White institutions. Along with undergraduate background, educators
and policymakers should conduct a focused investigation of the impact of racial and/or
gender identity development on the experiences and persistence of African-American,
female, doctoral students. Lastly, researchers should compare the experiences of first and
second-generation, Black, female, doctoral students. These recommendations are based
on the philosophy that researchers should solely focus on particular, individual and
institutional factors, and its relation to the persistence and experiences on AfricanAmerican, female students at predominantly White institutions. The Model of Black,
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Female, Doctoral Students Persistence developed from the data in this study should serve
as a guide for future qualitative and quantitative research on the persistence and graduate
experiences of this particular student population, because it includes their actual voices
and describes the interrelationships among factors and graduate experiences. As a result,
the model provides alternative explanations of how individual and institutional factors
influence the persistence and experiences of Black, female, doctoral students at
predominantly White institutions. This model underscores the importance of studying the
connections and interrelationships of individual and institutional factors, but, more
importantly, it discusses how culture, race and gender affect the graduate experiences of
African-American, female, graduate students.
As scholars study the persistence and experiences of Black, female, doctoral
students, they must avoid the traditional models, such as the work of Tinto (1993) and
Girves and Wemmerus (1988), because they exclude the relationships and influence of
various factors, such as cultural incongruence and identity development, on the
persistence and graduate experiences of these students. The findings of this study
emphasize that one must look at the relationships of individual, particularly culture, race,
and gender, and institutional factors and how they affect the persistence and graduate
experiences of Black, female, doctoral students at predominantly White institutions.
Therefore, the Moms’ Model will provide a more in-depth analysis of the affect and
relationships between factors and persistence. Although this comprehensive study
focused on the impact of several individual and institutional factors on the experiences
and persistence of this student population, this research can serve as a framework for
future studies on the retention of Black, female, graduate students.
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Conclusion
The Black women in this study are not classified as superwomen, but individuals
who had the ability and strength to overcome many obstacles and hurdles to succeed
academically. The participants faced exclusion, neglect, racism, sexism, and other forms
of oppression within their respective graduate programs. However, these AfricanAmerican women, like many others, gained strength from their inner selves and
community members to persist throughout this arduous, doctorate journey. Many of the
women did not receive a “blue print” on how to navigate the doctorate process, but they
empowered themselves to seek this pertinent information to achieve. They refused to
allow anyone or anything to hinder or deter them from their ultimate goal: the doctorate.
As a result, four of the participants completed their degree whereas the remaining four
are scheduled to finish towards the end of 2008. Oftentimes, African-American women
are considered victims in the U.S. social structure and institutions, because inequality and
inequity plagues Black women in all aspects of society, particularly the academy.
Therefore, the African-American, female, doctoral students struggled in their graduate
programs, but these “victims” are truly survivors and champions in the enteiprise.
The overarching goal of this study was to investigate the doctoral experiences and
perceptions; and what particular individual and institutional factors affect the persistence
of African-American, female doctoral students at one predominantly White institution.
Even though theoretical frameworks served as the foundation of this research project, the
findings of my dissertation are derived from the actual voices of Black, female students.
Therefore, this study provided the participants to voice, testify, and reflect on their
experiences, but, more importantly, the women created new knowledge on the factors
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that affect the persistence and experiences of African-American, female, graduate
students at predominantly White institutions. To gain a better understanding of their
experiences and how to address the retention of African-American women, graduate
departments should include the voices and perceptions of these novice scholars. Their
stories will provide a more accurate portrait for student affairs professional and faculty,
as they continue to meet the needs and concerns of African-American women on their
respective campuses.
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APPENDIX A
A LONGITUDINAL MODEL OF STUDENT DEPARTURE
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APPENDIX B
LETTER TO PROSPECTIVE PARTICIPANTS

Greetings,
My name is Mounira Morris, a doctoral student in the Educational Policy,
Research and Administration program at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. My
research topic is on the experiences of African-American, female doctoral students at the
University of Massachusetts Amherst. Therefore, I am looking for participants for my
study. Below is the description of the study and criteria:
This research project with examine the graduate experiences among Black, female
doctoral students; and how they perceive the effect of individual and institutional factors
in relation to their persistence at predominantly White institutions. Participants must meet
the following criteria: a) African-American identification, b) female identification, c)
completion of qualifying exams and d) student at UMass. If you know any women, who
identifies as an African-American female and completed a doctorate degree from UMass
Amherst within the past two years, they may qualify, as well.
As stated earlier, I am looking for participants for my study. The interviews (2)
and focus group will take place in the Fall 2005 semester. I will travel to UMass or
nearby location to meet the participants. The interviews will occur on a Friday, Saturday
or Sunday. If you know of any women, who meet the criteria, please forward this
information to her or any listserves. If you meet the criteria, please contact me at
mounira mon~is@vahoo.com. Thank you for your time and patience.

Sincerely,

Mounira Morris
Doctoral Candidate
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APPENDIX C
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SHEET
(This information will be kept confidential and will be used solely for describing the data.
Pseudonyms will be used for this study.)

Name:

Age:

Hometown:

Were you a first-generation college student?.

Are you a first-generation doctoral student?.

Name of your undergraduate institution_Major

Name of your graduate institution (Masters)_Program.

Name of your current Graduate Program.

When did you start the program?

When did you take your comprehensive exams?

When did you defend your dissertation proposal (if applicable)?.

When did you defend your dissertation (if applicable)?.

When do you plan to complete your program (if applicable)?.

APPENDIX D
CONTACT SHEET

Please complete the following information for the researcher’s records.
Again, thank you for volunteering your time to participate in this study.

Name:

_

Mailing
o Address: -

Home Phone:_

Cell Phone:_

Email:_
When is the best time to call you?

Ill

APPENDIX E
CONSENT FOR VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION
STUDY OF THE INDIVIDUAL AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS AFFECTING THE
PERSISTENCE OF BLACK. FEMALE, DOCTORAL STUDENTS AT PREDOMINANTLY
WHITE INSTITUTIONS
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:
1.

I will be interviewed by Mounira Morris using a guided interview format consisting
of two questions.

2.

The questions I will be answering address my perceptions and experiences relating to
the individual and institutional factors affecting my persistence at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst. I understand that the primary purpose of this research is to
examine the graduate experiences among Black, female doctoral students; and how
they perceive the effect of individual and institutional factors in relation to their
persistence at predominantly White institutions.

3.

The interviews will be tape recorded to facilitate analysis of the data.

4.

My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally, in any way or at any
time. I understand it will be necessary to identify participants by college affiliation
(e.g. a doctoral student from the School of Education said....)

5.

I may withdraw from part of all of this study at any time.

6.

I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other publication.

7.

I understand that results from the interviews and focus groups will be included in
Mounira Moms’ doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts
submitted to professional journals for publication.

8.

I am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice.

9.

Because of the small number of participants, approximately eight, I understand that
there is minimal risk that I may be identified as a participant of this study.

10.

For any questions or concerns, I may contact Mounira Morris at
mmorris@allegheny.edu or Dr. Joseph Berger, advisor, atjbberger@educ.umass.edu.

Researcher's Signature

Participant's Signature

Date

Date
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